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The present study explores how university-level second language learners of English 
prepare themselves for professional worlds in English-speaking environments in a North 
American context. I specifically look at how upper-level L2 students (second language 
learners) identify their needs and negotiate miscommunications and preconceived 
notions of L2 learners in various communicative events in the process of developing 
communicative competence (Canale & Swain, 1980; Hymes, 1972) and planning for their 
future careers. I also investigate how L1 English speakers (native speakers of English) 
form perceptions of L2 English speakers and negotiate miscommunications and 
misunderstandings while engaging in collaborative projects. Using ethnographic 
approaches that adopt narrative inquiry and a survey, I explore how both L1 and L2 
students form initial perceptions of one another and negotiate complexities in  
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intercultural communication. The results show that L2 students in this study are highly 
motivated but tend to have some level of anxiety when interacting and collaborating 
with L1 students due to the perceptions of their language abilities even though most of 
them plan to seek career opportunities in English-speaking environments. L1 students in 
this study showed some level of empathy towards L2 students; however, they also 
expressed anxiety in identifying and understanding L2 students’ needs or feelings when 
encountered miscommunication in interactions. Based on the results, I discuss how 
English can be perceived and instructed in globalized workplaces and ways to redefine 
communication skills in professional settings. Although intercultural competence 
(Deardorff, 2006) is being heavily emphasized in contemporary workplaces and higher 
education settings, it needs to go beyond recognizing differences between cultures. 
Successful intercultural communication involves an active engagement in 
communication, a better understanding of communicative events as situated actions, 
linguistic and cultural identities as a negotiated process, empathy, and collaborative 








CHAPTER 1. GROUNDING AND SITUATING 
Introduction 
As modern workplaces become more multinational and multilingual, more 
employees are exposed to multilingual environments in which they need to interact 
with colleagues from different national and linguistic backgrounds and communicate 
complex information in order to effectively work together. Because English is a primary 
language used in increasingly international workplace settings, the ability to 
communicate in English has become a necessary skill in order to increase the 
possibilities of employment and successfully maintain job security. Accordingly, the field 
of second language teaching and learning is paying more attention to ways to help 
second language learners who plan to work in English-speaking environments better 
prepare for the professional world. In addition, workplace collaboration and interaction 
in multilingual settings has been examined in terms of how L1 speakers (native speakers) 
of English and L2 speakers (second language speakers) interact with each other to 
convey important messages, negotiate miscommunication and misunderstanding, solve 
various problems together, and engage in informal conversations at workplaces.  
The global economy has produced more internationalized workplaces, which have 
contributed to the internationalization of higher education in English-speaking countries.
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 As higher education settings are becoming more internationalized, classrooms are 
becoming more multilingual. Terms such as globalization, internationalization, and 
diversification have become keywords in promoting the institution, designing academic 
programs and developing curricula. International students who do not speak English as 
their first language have become part of the student body in numerous academic 
programs in campus settings, which has resulted in the increasing number of 
multilingual and multinational classrooms. The initial cultural adjustment of 
international students in academic institutions in English-speaking countries such as the 
USA, UK, and Australia has been explored in order to examine how international 
students and domestic students perceive one another and how they may engage in 
academic and social activities. Thus, classroom interactions have become one of the 
major ways for both groups of students to expose themselves to the environment in 
which they can interact and learn together and can prepare themselves for the 
globalized professional world.  
Classroom interactions such as whole-class discussion, group discussion, peer 
discussion, and collaborative tasks have been an essential part of educational practices 
in American academic settings as they help foster critical thinking, knowledge 
construction, meaningful interactions among students, and positive learning 
environments by giving students a sense of community (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Vygotsky, 
1978). Many such interactive activities have been used, especially in writing classes as 
they help students develop literacy skills by sharing ideas with classmates, listening to 
classmates and responding to them, and thus, advance their knowledge and critically 
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look at the subject matter from a variety of perspectives (Bruffee, 1986). Classroom 
interactions have also been discussed as a way to think about writing as social processes 
and products. Both theoretical and pedagogical approaches have been greatly 
influenced by the idea that writing does not happen in isolation; rather, it is a social 
action (Heap, 1989). By having students engage in interactive discussion and 
collaboration, writing has been taught as a social process in response to particular 
situations in writing classes in American academic settings (Bruffee, 1986). 
Despite the importance and benefits of classroom interactions in learning, 
international students have often been disadvantaged in interactive activities due to 
cultural unfamiliarity and limited linguistic competence (Harklau, 2000; Kubota, 2001). 
For this reason, international students in mainstream US classrooms have been 
extensively researched in the field of second language studies to better support their 
learning and understand the relationship between interactions and language acquisition 
and literacy development (Ellis, 2003; Long, 1981; Pica, 1987; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986). 
International students’ writing processes has also been examined, with a focus on the 
comparison of the nature of L1 and L2 writing (Silva, 1993). 
L2 students develop their competence in English through various communicative events 
throughout their time in college. Starting from small but potentially high-stakes 
interactions like making a bank account and having to deposit or withdraw money to 
completing course papers, working at the laboratory with classmates and doing 
numerous group projects with group members. As L2 students move away from their 
first year and transition into upper-level undergraduate students who need to be 
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involved in high-level tasks in professional classes and plan their career paths, their 
ability to participate in discussion and work together with native English-speaking 
students to accomplish shared goals in collaborative tasks becomes an important topic 
to explore. Both L1 and L2 students prepare themselves for the professional world 
through multiple decision making processes and coursework and many interactions with 
other students and professors. One of the most common activities they experience is a 
group project. Group projects are adopted in many classes as they prepare students to 
become more collaborative, interactive, and develop interpersonal, communication, 
and leadership skills.  
As discussion and collaboration are essential parts of upper-level mainstream 
classes, it is important to explore how international students participate in these classes 
and how upper-level writing classes can continue to support them. Studies reported 
that students tend to be anxious about taking upper-level classes in a second language 
(Ewald, 2007).  This anxiety may continue in their workplaces as well because they will 
be exposed to a similar environment where they need to communicate with L1 English 
students or speakers of different English varieties from all over the world. 
The Present Study 
In this study, I specifically look at how L2 students in university-level professional 
writing courses identify their needs in collaborating and interacting with L1 students 
through numerous communicative events, as well as the ways both L1 and L2 students 
form perceptions of one another by exploring their own narratives. A survey was 
conducted with L2 students in upper-level professional writing courses in which L1 
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students are dominant, and interviews were conducted with both L1 and L2 students in 
order to better understand how they negotiate initial perceptions in multiethnic 
interactions and shape an understanding about intercultural communication in 
professional collaboration settings.  Their self-reflective essays on their experiences 
regarding collaborative projects were also collected to see how they identified any 
communication issues in detail. I first investigated L2 students in this study in terms of 
their reasons for taking professional writing classes with L1 students, their future career 
goals, plans after graduation, daily usage of English language, year and major in order to 
have a good sense of the characteristics of the target participants. I also examined L2 
students’ self-identified needs in engaging in group work with L1 students, their 
perceptions of their own language abilities, and what kinds of support they need. L1 
students’ experiences with L2 students were also studied through interviews and self-
reflections in terms of miscommunication or misunderstanding, and how they generally 
approached and resolved any communication issues with L2 students.  
Background and Motivation 
I have been both personally and academically motivated to study this topic ever 
since I started my academic career in the US. As a second language learner who comes 
from an educational context in which group work is not heavily emphasized, it was often 
challenging for me to be engaged in the group work with L1 students in the US. These 
challenges are experienced by many L2 students, as the way speakers interact can be 
different even if they are talking in the same language. As for me, the most challenging 
part in interacting with L1 students was interpreting their verbal reactions and facial 
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expressions and evaluating the sociocultural appropriateness of my own L2 production. I 
often interpreted messages from L1 students literally or did not realize some of the 
ways I speak can be awkward or strange to L1 students. Knowing about this made me 
self-conscious about the way I interacted with L1 students or other English speakers. 
This worried me and made me even more cautious when I talked to anyone in English. 
This anxiety and fear continued even when I started my advanced degree. However, 
through numerous interactions with a variety of speakers of English, I was able to see 
how I have become anxious or where my fear arises when interacting with L1 speakers. I 
realized that being too self-critical about my language production does not necessarily 
help me to successfully communicate with others. Forcing myself to become like a 
“native speaker” of English created even more anxiety. At times I felt like I had a really 
good conversation with L1 students, and sometimes I did not feel like I did. When I felt 
that I had a good conversation, it felt like it was mostly because L1 speakers were also 
willing to communicate with me. To me, communication was cooperation to negotiate 
what each other meant. Later I was able to observe that some of my own L2 students 
and colleagues were going through similar thinking processes. I wanted to help. I 
wanted to explore what prevents L2 speakers from interacting successfully with other 
English speakers and how I could better develop strategies and approaches in learning 




Figure 1.  Researcher’s Positionality.   
My teaching experience also motivated me to explore this topic. I have taught 
both classes with all L2 students (international students) and classes with all L1 students 
(domestic students), as well as mixed classes with L1 and L2 students. Reflecting on my 
students’ evaluation of the courses and conversations I had with fellow instructors, 
group work has reportedly been the most difficult part of coursework for students for 
any of these classes, either for classes with L1 students, L2 students, or a mixed group. 
Group work naturally creates an environment in which students are empowered by 
their own abilities to plan, discuss, negotiate, and make decisions for their group. This 
transfer of power from a teacher to students allows opportunities for students to 
become more independent, critically think about their own ideas, and negotiate 
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different opinions among group members. In the process of working together, students 
often encounter conflicts, differences in working styles, opinions on the way certain 
problems should be solved, and different power dynamics created by gender or racial 
differences, different cultural backgrounds or personalities. While these issues are 
shared among all L1, L2, or mixed groups, when groups are multilingual or multinational 
and L1 and L2 students have to interact, it tends to become more complicated or 
difficult to resolve related issues due to a “language barrier” and “cultural differences.” 
Although there are various other factors that come into play in causing difficulties in 
group work, the factors have tended to be simplified and been broadly categorized 
under cultural or linguistic differences. I felt that these differences needed to be further 
investigated in order to better identify the factors that might contribute to the positive 
or negative interactions in group work among L1 and L2 students.  
One of my previous research projects examined how L2 students felt in engaging 
in group work in a mixed freshmen composition class in which they had to interact with 
L1 students. From this project, I found that L2 students were often anxious about their 
own speech, knowledge of vocabulary, listening abilities, and knowledge about 
American culture. Due to the perceived gap between their performance and L1 students’ 
they had to drop that class and transfer to ESL composition classes. These issues can be 
common among L2 students in their first year, and ESL composition classes tend to 
provide less stressful environments that can ease their initial cultural and linguistic 
adjustments and allow them to share information about campus life and form social 
networks on campus. While it can be said that this anxiety is somewhat common among 
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freshmen L2 students, I have become interested in whether they continue to have this 
anxiety in upper-level classes in which they need to participate in group work with L1 
students. As L2 students become upper level students (sophomores, juniors, seniors), 
they take more advanced classes in and outside their majors, participate in more group 
work, and start thinking about their career after graduation more specifically. When 
students need to create a polished document and give a formal presentation together 
as a group project, how do both L1 and L2 students manage the project that might 
involve many formal and informal conversations, negotiations, and discussions over the 
course of time? When the group project includes somewhat complex ideas that have 
close connections with professional worlds, how do students identify various 
communication problems and negotiate miscommunications with their group members? 
These questions have made me wonder how I might explore this issue through students’ 
eyes.  
Cultural or linguistic differences have been extensively explored in group work 
that relates to academic or professional settings such as classrooms, workplaces, phone 
calls, teleconferencing, business meetings and negotiations, electronic communication, 
and general written correspondence. As higher education settings and workplaces in 
North American contexts become more internationalized, it is essential to continue 
exploring what communication needs contemporary workplaces require and how this 
can inform classrooms. Moreover, examining how students identify any communication 
needs in upper-level classrooms can allow educational researchers and teaching 
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practitioners to better help students train themselves to become competent 
professionals in globalized workplaces.  
In this study, I explore the communication needs of upper-level international 
students who speak English as second language in a mixed professional writing class, 
with a particular focus on participation, interaction, and collaboration with English-
speaking students.  
Research Questions 
1. What needs do upper-level international students have in mainstream 
professional writing classes when interacting and collaborating with native 
English-speaking students? 
2. What anxiety, if any, is present in interacting and collaborating with native 
English-speaking students? If anxiety is present, what is its source? 
 
Theoretical Foundations 
In order to situate the present study and provide a comprehensive framework 
for the topic of the study, I review theories in social constructivism, workplace 
collaboration and professional writing, social interactions and communicative 
competence, intercultural communication in professional settings, and World Englishes 
and workplace communication. Social constructivism supports the development of a 
rationale for collaborative activities and project-based work that are a central theme in 
this study as a base that provides educational philosophies in collaborative learning and 
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social interactions. Professional writing studies help making connections between real-
life workplace contexts and classroom settings by informing the teaching practices in a 
way that can allow one to learn organizationally situated literacies and communicative 
activities and ethics in both individual and collaborative authorship. Communicative 
competence helps shape the way to conceptualize the meaning of language abilities 
with a specific focus on social contexts and members of the community of speakers. It 
provides a more thorough perspective in ways to define how language abilities are 
developed, as well as how they can be learned through social interactions. Studies in 
intercultural communication in professional settings give insights on how speech norms 
or behavior norms are formed through numerous communicative events at workplace 
settings and how members develop their understanding of distinctive cultures in 
corporate settings while constructing their social and professional identities. The World 
Englishes framework offers critical perspectives on linguistic imperialism and native 
speaker models in contexts of international businesses, which allows one to explore 
how the symbolic status of a language variety creates power relations among language 
users and formulates different definitions of language abilities. I describe each theory 
below in detail in relation to the themes of my study.  
Social Constructivism 
In order to better contextualize group work, I discuss social constructivism and 
communities of practice as one of its theoretical bases. The notion of social 
constructivism has influenced educational practices in language and literacy education 
through the idea that knowledge is socially constructed. It has provided educational 
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theorists and practitioners with a framework that emphasizes social contexts of learning, 
student-centered learning environments, social interactions and collaboration among 
the members of a class, and promoting active participation. Classroom interactions such 
as whole-class discussion, small group discussion, peer interactions, and collaborative 
tasks that require student participation have been widely adopted in American 
academic settings as a central activity to foster learning, develop critical thinking, and 
help students become literate in the subject matter (Vygotsky, 1978).  It also has been 
considered as one of the important ways to support learning in classes with students 
with diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds (Au, 1998; Gee, 2004). Au (1998) 
situated social constructivism in literacy education and argued that social constructivist 
views can help reduce the “literacy gap” by interpreting and negotiating meaning and 
advocated for “diverse constructivism” by including multicultural elements.  
Social constructivism has impacted educational theories and approaches in 
various ways. Collins, Duguid, and Brown (1989) theorized cognitive apprenticeship 
based on the social construction of knowledge. Lave and Wenger (1991) theorized 
situated learning as an alternative learning to the traditional framework of education 
that is heavily based on cognitive, rather than social learning. Wenger later developed 
the idea of community of practice as a notion of learning environment, identity, and 
practices. Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of proximal development model provided important 
conceptual tools for researchers and practitioners. He argued that a child internalizes 
sociocultural norms and patterns through social interactions and that this ultimately 
helps him or her to become an independent and competent child who is a functional 
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member of society. Situated learning theory views learning as a more integrative 
process rather than solitary action. Sfard (1998) stated that both “acquisition metaphor” 
and “participation metaphor” are needed to adapt to a new different changing world. 
Competence means being able to repeat what can be repeated while changing what 
needs to be changed (p. 9). In other words, learners need to have overall competence 
that enables them to be flexible in their verbal or physical actions in a variety of 
situations by both acquiring knowledge and participating in communities of practice. 
Matusov (1998) contrasts the “internalization model” directly influenced by Vygotsky’s 
(1978) notion of internalization and the “participation model” by Lave and Wenger 
(1991) to emphasize that learning does not happen in isolation. Learning happens in the 
social world through participation. 
The participation model of development considers developmental goals within 
the local values of the studied sociocultural practices and communities rather 
than assuming a priori that the ‘psychological plane’ is a more mature than 
‘social plane’ as is the case with the internalization model (Matusove, 1998, p.  
342).  
Learning, acquisition, and reification happen in the social world. From the perspective of 
situated learning theory, learning is situated because all knowledge is situated and local 
to a large extent. This view helps us better acknowledge the factors that contribute to 
language learning and how we, as language teachers, might provide those factors to our 
learners. Learning and acquisition of knowledge requires co-construction and 
negotiation of meanings through participation in communities of practice.  
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Bruffee (1986) noted that social construction is about forming knowledge 
through social interactions. He compared it with cognitive views that see knowledge as 
a fixed form. He further stated that social views are more about a “dynamic view of 
knowledge formation” (p. 778) that facilitates co-construction of knowledge as it views 
knowledge as something that is in flux. Palincsar (1998) asserted that social 
constructivism in educational settings emphasizes “schooling as a cultural process” (p. 
355) and lets practitioners better understand how knowledge is socially formed in 
specific educational contexts.   
Lave and Wenger (1991) introduced the notion of situated learning through 
coining the term “Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP).” LPP refers to the idea that 
learners gain certain knowledge by first peripherally participating in activities or events 
within the legitimate and acceptable boundaries. This process involves interactions 
between newcomers and old timers and acquisition of knowledge of the social order 
and cultural norms through negotiation of meanings in communities of practice. 
Learners construct a sense of membership within the community in which they learn 
and build a sense of ownership of knowledge that can be used in the community. 
Learning is always situated in specific contexts, and learners become enculturated in 
communities of practice through engaging in activities and building ownership and 
membership as they move toward more central participation within the community of 
practice, which allows one to understand that knowledge is co-constructed and 
negotiated in the community of practice. 
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Sawyer and Greeno (2009) explained the history of the development of situated 
cognition and how it has been used in the context of education and learning sciences. 
They noted that “the term “situated cognition” was first used in discussions of research 
on learning, by John Seely Brown, Allan Collins, and Paul Duguid (1989) and by Greeno 
(1989)” (Sawyer & Greeno, 2009, p. 348). They said that LPP focuses more on learners 
than cognitive apprenticeship does because it values meaningful participation of 
learners in the community of practice. Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989) first 
introduced the concept of cognitive apprenticeship. Based on the idea that knowledge is 
socially co-constructed, they emphasize that learning occurs in authentic settings in 
which learners can participate in cultural practices and activities through social 
interactions. Through engaging in authentic tasks and activities, learners make a better 
connection between what they learn in classrooms and real-world knowledge. In order 
to truly understand certain phenomena or gain relevant skills and necessary knowledge, 
one needs to be exposed to authentic tasks modeled after real-life situations. In other 
words, learners need to be exposed to “the use of a domain’s conceptual tools in 
authentic activity”, because authentic activities are “most simply defined as the ordinary 
practices of culture” (p. 34). Cognitive apprenticeship allows learners to learn in a 
domain by letting them acquire relevant skills in authentic contexts.  
Lave and Wenger (1991) noted that situated learning is largely about 
collaborative problem solving; “problem space is dynamically co-constructed by the 
problem solver in collaboration with material resources, sources of information, and 
other people in the situation” (p. 349). Learners learn to “participate in the socially 
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situated activity by appropriating the ability to perform a role within the system” (p. 
357).  LPP is defined as a way to become a member of communities of practice. At first, 
within the range of acceptable social boundaries and under the circumstances where 
one can legitimately participate in any activities, one starts to participate peripherally 
rather than centrally. As one moves toward centripetal directions in participation, one 
gradually starts to embrace his or her emergent identities as a member of the 
community of practice. By interacting with the members of the communities who are 
old timers, as newcomers, they become part of the community, and peripheral 
participation becomes central participation. Lave and Wenger (1991) noted that “the 
mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcomers to move toward full participation in 
the sociocultural practices of a community” (p. 29).  
Wenger (1998) expanded the concept of situated learning by theorizing 
“Communities of Practice.” Communities of practice refer to the concept that everyone 
belongs to certain communities of practice in which they interact with the members of 
the community and understand the norms and cultures of the communities. Members 
of the communities will participate in certain activities or events and function as 
legitimate participants either centrally or peripherally in the community. Wenger 
defines necessary terms such as practice, community, and identity extensively to better 
explain communities of practice. Wenger argued that meaning is constructed through 
negotiation in communities of practice, and this process involves participation and 
reification, which are two fundamental factors of practice. Through negotiation of 
meaning, people make sense of their world and create narratives of their own 
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communities. In this sense, negotiation of meaning is always “historical and contextual” 
(p. 54).  
In order for certain groups to be “communities”, Wenger (1998) says that there 
need to be mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire. Mutual 
engagement refers to the ability to make meaningful connections between what people 
do and what people know (p. 76). A community of practice includes both harmony and 
disharmony. Wenger notes that “community” does not necessarily mean a problem-free 
group of people. There are members who agree or disagree with certain norms or rules, 
and some members challenge the current status of the community. Joint enterprise 
refers to shared goals or destination in the community of practice. Goals are socially 
negotiated and shared in the community. As a “collective process of negotiation” (p. 78), 
joint enterprise works as energy that drives the members to reach the shared goals. 
Wenger states that an enterprise is “a resource of coordination, of sense-making, of 
mutual engagement” (p. 82). Shared repertoire means resources that are shared with 
other members of the community of practice. Wenger notes that as members of the 
community pursue an enterprise together, they create resources for negotiation of 
meaning. This reflects the identities of individuals and communities, which I will further 
explain below.   
As Wenger (1998) extends the concept of identity, he introduces the notion of 
belonging to talk about ways to belong to a community of practice. He notes that there 
are modes of belonging: engagement, imagination, and alignment. Engagement refers 
to “an active involvement in mutual processes of negotiation of meaning” (p. 174). 
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Through engagement, one can participate in the activities through whatever trajectories 
they take and can construct his or her identity. Through imagination, one gets to see 
how he or she is situated in the community. Alignment lets one use the activities he or 
she participates in to make contributions to joint enterprises.  Members of communities 
of practice feel the sense of belonging by engagement, imagination, and alignment.  
Norton (2013) has theorized and contextualized the concept of identity in the 
domain of language learning and teaching. She emphasized that a simple binary 
understanding of a language learners’ identity does not provide a comprehensive 
picture of what is going on in the learner’s mind. Learners can be highly motivated but 
not invested in a particular setting where they might be discriminated against or not 
encouraged to speak, or particular social contexts are not conducive to learning or 
producing the target language. Unequal power relations among interactants or 
situational factors could lower the level of learners’ “investment”, a term developed by 
Norton (1997). Investment refers to a sociological construct that signifies “the complex 
relationship between learner identity and language learning commitment” (p. 3). 
Norton further illustrated that investment can be understood as a construct that 
attempts to explain both social and psychological factors that impact L2 learners’ 
feelings that make them want to learn a target language and become a member of 
target language communities.  She also discussed the concept of imagined communities 
and imagined identities in relation to learners’ investment in the target language 
learning and desired future goals they might be able to achieve in target language 
communities. The term “imagined community” was originally coined by Benedict 
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Anderson (1991) and further situated and conceptualized by Kanno and Norton (2003) 
in order to explain L2 learners’ language learning processes. They explained imagined 
communities as “a reconstruction of past communities and historically constituted 
relationships, but also a community of the imagination, a desired community that offers 
possibilities for an enhanced range of identity options in the future” (p. 3). Norton 
explained that this naturally generates a concept of imagined identity that L2 learners 
construct in relation to the imagined community.  
Relating identity to globalization, studies have explored how identity is 
constructed in the age of globalization and transnationalism (Colic-Peisker, 2010; Cravey, 
2005; Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2011; Kumaravadivelu, 2012; Seabrooke, 2014). 
Kumaravadivelu (2012) illustrated the identity perspectives on teaching and learning 
English as an international language. He argued that globalism is a new important factor 
that contributes to the construction of identities. Globalization encourages the endless 
exchange of different cultural artifacts, ideas, ideologies, and growth of cultures. 
Technological advances also contributed to the globalization of information systems 
that allowed individuals to critically reflect on their own lives and the systems in which 
they are living in. Learning about different cultural beliefs and values has become so 
easy that many people started to adopt new ways of thinking in their lives and become 
more aware of the self and what kinds of lives individuals would like to have. He stated 
that globalization has let individuals “engage in critical self-reflection” that gives them 
“the opportunity to evaluate their and others’ cultural value systems and develop a 
global cultural consciousness that has the potential to enrich their lives” (p.  12). 
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Understanding identity in relation to globalization can provide a deeper understanding 
in the use of English language as an international language and perceptions towards 
language users’ cultural, national, and professional identities.   
With respect to identity in professional workplaces, studies explored how 
multilingual employees develop transnational identities and careers using their 
transnational backgrounds and how they position themselves in the context of 
workplace settings and social networks (Colic-Peisker, 2010; Cravey, 2005; 
Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2011; Seabrooke, 2014). Seabrooke (2014) described 
transnational professionals as unique groups that have careers and networks necessary 
to perform tasks according to organizational needs related to transnational professional 
knowledge. Colic-Peisker (2010) investigated how migrating career professionals who 
have worked in at least three countries for a certain period of time identify themselves 
with particular communities and how they are connected to their professional or social 
networks through in-depth interviews in Australia and Indonesia. Faulconbridge and 
Muzio (2011) explored how power relations are formed in professional projects with a 
focus on transnational sociology of professions. Cravey (2005) studied daily lives of 
Latino and Latina transnational migrants in the US south in order to see the social 
networks they form and what kinds of desire and gender identities they construct in the 
labor markets.   
Workplace Collaboration and Professional Writing 
Professional writing has been defined in various ways as it can refer to many 
types of written communication in professional settings. Peeples (2003) explained 
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professional writing in a close connection with theories in rhetoric. He defines 
professional writing as “organizationally situated authorship” (p. 5) in which 
professional writers are encouraged to think about their roles and rhetorical situations. 
Various scholars in the field of professional writing have described a professional writing 
genre as a socially constructed communication medium that enables members of the 
workplace to engage in collaborative work and achieve shared professional goals 
(Driskill, 2003; Katz, 2003, Killingsworth & Jones, 2003), and technologically situated 
actions (Howard, 2003). Professional writing in modern workplaces has been 
investigated based on ethnographic studies on workplace environments. Grounded 
theory influences many of the studies on the workplace cultures as workplaces are 
varied from a place to place and are changing and dynamic. Some long-term and short-
term ethnographic research studies on workplaces have contributed to the 
conceptualization of professional writing and identification of a variety of factors that 
come into play in creation and development of professional documents (Suchman, 1995; 
Szymanski & Whalen, 2011). These include interactions and collaboration in workplaces, 
embedded infrastructure of workplaces and power relations, how technologies are used 
for communication and production of documents, and interactions between computers 
and users (Suchman, 2007). Professional Writing studies revealed that most professional 
documents are situated in particular organizational settings and developed and 
produced in collaboration. In addition, multiple situational factors are considered in the 




Workplace writing differs from writing for classes in educational contexts as it 
often employs collaborative writing. Collaborative writing inevitably involves frequent 
formal or informal conversations among the writers, discussions, meetings, and 
negotiations. In addition, due to technological advances in modern workplaces, 
workplace writers engage in web-based communication and writing in digital forms.  
Ong (1982)’s notion of secondary orality explains how the clear line between oral 
cultures and print-based cultures becomes blurred by the development of electronic 
communication on the Web, information technologies, and mobile technologies. Orality 
within a community fosters a sense of community by creating cultures in which 
knowledge is shared through verbal expressions and talk. Print-based literacy stresses 
the articulation and preservation of knowledge by turning abstract ideas into specific 
words through the composition of analytical thoughts (Ferris & Wilder, 2006; Lunsford, 
2006).  Secondary orality within workplace communities promotes participatory cultures 
while preserving the knowledge through written words via new communication 
technologies.  Studies in computers and writing and professional writing have often 
referred to the notion of secondary orality in order to better articulate the relationship 
between texts and oral cultures and at the same time to discuss how new 
communication technologies are changing the way we think about writing in the 21st 
century. 
Szymanski and Whalen (2011) reported ethnographically grounded case studies 
on Xerox where social science researchers investigated work practices around 
professional documents and ways of knowledge learning, sharing, distribution and 
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transfer. The study extensively explored the relationships between the use of 
technologies and how it affects the overall work efficiency and ways of doing work. It 
also illustrated how certain technology design influenced the cooperation and 
collaboration processes in a way the employees can best manage and share information 
within their community (p. 8). The study revealed how one can understand particular 
ways of doing things at particular workplace settings by creating collective knowledge 
and maintaining and adapting new knowledge (p. 69).  
Workplaces are becoming increasingly collaborative. Collaborative projects 
generate more interactions among employees at the workplace.  Specifically looking 
into a particular workplace contexts allowed researchers to see how certain documents 
are written and completed, how a new hybrid genre is created within a workplace, and 
how employees are collaboratively involved in document creation and development. 
Knowledge learning and sharing and project management have also been identified as 
collaborative endeavor in workplaces. “Ways of doing things” become collective 
intelligence that allows members of the given workplace community to form ideas and 
write according to the policies or structures established. This reinforces the existing 
power structure of workplaces and is reproduced through the production of documents. 
Henry (2000) has noted that studying workplace cultures reveals power relations and 
how those relations produce specific cultures of the given workplace communities and 




Writers in organizations are always implicated by policies and procedures that 
discursively define aspects of the local culture and subjectivities within it, 
suggesting that writers envisioning work in any organization study this genre at 
some point (p. 59).  
Both organizational policies and internal communication between employees affect the 
way certain documents are produced, and this reproduces ways of working for the next 
project. All organizations or corporations have different ways of doing work, producing 
knowledge and distributing knowledge and work to complete various projects 
effectively and efficiently. In the process of building collective knowledge in workplace 
communities, collaboration becomes key in various communication situations such as in 
the distribution of resources, creation and development of projects, collaborative 
project management and decision making, which contributes to the creation of 
workplace cultures.  
Henry (2006) further explained that professional writers both construct and 
resist the establishment of institutional cultures as workplace environments are 
dynamic and new workers and new ways of learning naturally repeat the change and 
stabilization of workplace cultures (p. 153).  Due to the dynamic nature of workplace 
environments, collaborative efforts of members should be made in order to generate 
more communication and discussion on various projects. This allows members to work 
together effectively and makes knowledge distribution and transfer easier and efficient. 
Thus, collaboration in workplaces is essential and each employee needs to be aware 
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that his or her actions can greatly impact the ways particular work is furthered or 
completed within an organization.  
As leading experts of conceptualization of collaborative writing in workplaces, 
Lunsford and Ede (2009), in their research on 1200 randomly selected employees from 
six major professional associations, they found that 42% of participants had been 
involved in writing projects with another person or more than one person and 45% of 
them found it “productive.” This shows that many writers in organizational situations 
are exposed to collaborative writing and may experience collaborative learning, decision 
making, discussion and negotiation in the process of organizing and drafting 
professional documents. Ede and Lunsford (2001) have also emphasized that writing is 
inherently collaborative in nature and that it should be considered in terms of socially 
constructed power structures (p. 355).   
Allen et al. (1987) investigated various aspects and stages of collaborative writing 
in workplaces. Specifically, the study revealed that collaborative writing processes 
involve producing a shared document, substantive interactions among members, and 
shared-decision making power over and responsibility for the document (p. 84-85). 
These interactions included discussion and negotiation on styles, global organization 
and contents, and assigning roles and parts. Interestingly, Allen et al. (1987) noted that 
interactions also involve resolving conflicts, making decisions, and taking on 
responsibilities for different parts of writing, through various mediums of 
communication that include face-to-face, electronic media, and other technologies. 
They emphasized that this interaction requires two-way interactions, rather than 
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interactions based on vertical relationships. Allen et al. (1987) further illustrated how 
decision-making power and responsibility results in the contents and design of the 
document, which let them argue that no individual member was able to make final 
decisions alone on any components that affect the final versions of the document.  
As a way to connect workplace writing and classrooms, Bremner (2008, 2010) 
investigated how current practices in workplace communication classrooms reflect the 
nature of collaborative workplace writing. Bremner (2008) analyzed eight currently used 
business communication textbooks and argued that there need to be more components 
where intertextuality can be discussed as “an ongoing, dialogic process, and that this 
dialogue will have an impact on the way that writers construct texts” (p. 310) and 
stressed that intertextual elements of writing can support collaborative writing that is 
commonly practiced in workplace settings.  Bremner (2010) also emphasized that 
differences among students in terms of language proficiency, personality, culture, and 
disciplinary background can reflect the nature of workplace collaboration (p. 123). Chan 
(2014) has also emphasized that the intertextual nature of workplace texts needs to be 
reflected in business English textbooks, as well as the nature of collaborative writing 
through a survey of 215 working adults on their needs in professional communication in 
a local workplace in Hong Kong. 
In regard to the globalization of professional communication programs, Starke-
Meyerring (2005) discussed how globalization discourse impacts the design of 
professional communication programs, especially in terms of the professional literacies 
required for communicators to learn. She argued that globalization makes it possible to 
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build new relationships among multiple contexts beyond the nationality status (p. 471). 
The discourse of globalization provides transnational views on the way relationships are 
constructed across different national boundaries, which could greatly influence ways 
global literacies can be learned through professional communication programs. 
Social Interactions and Communicative Competence 
Social interaction has been discussed and developed as a key notion in the field 
of second language acquisition as well. Second language acquisition has expanded its 
scope to a variety of disciplines to better understand how people learn and acquire a 
second language. At the beginning, the literature on first language acquisition was used 
to help explain second language acquisition. In response to behavioristic views of 
language acquisition by Skinner (1957), Chomsky (1965, 1971) has argued that humans 
have innate abilities to acquire languages using a Language Acquisition Device (LAD) and 
this was interpreted as linguistic competence that enables children to acquire 
grammatical structures of the language from the input of native-speaker adults, which 
has been labeled as generative and structuralistic views of language acquisition. In 
response to Chomskyan views, Hymes (1972) introduced the notion of communicative 
competence to argue that children grow up in a speech community in which they 
acquire languages through social interactions. Krashen (1980), influenced by the 
Chomskyan view and Piagetian models of SLA (Lantolf, 2006), has proposed the Input 
Hypothesis, arguing that learners acquire a target language by being exposed to input to 
linguistic forms either in spoken or written form. Long (1981), on the other hand, 
proposed the Interaction Hypothesis, asserting that input alone cannot help learners to 
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acquire a target language, instead, they acquire it through meaningful interactions in 
the target language. 
Canale and Swain (1980) and Canale (1983) further theorized the notion of 
communicative competence by categorizing the kinds of communicative competence; 
grammatical competence, sociolinguistic competence, discourse competence, and 
strategic competence. Grammatical competence refers to a competence where 
language users understand lexical items, morphology, syntax, semantics, and phonology. 
This competence is essential to interpret literal meaning of messages as a listener and 
deliver messages as a speaker (p. 30). According to Canale and Swain (1980), 
sociolinguistic competence has two components which are sociocultural rules of use and 
rules of discourse. When the messages are not clearly based on their literal meaning, 
listeners need to be able to interpret what the messages mean in terms of socially 
shared meanings. Sociocultural rules refer to the ways that messages are produced and 
interpreted in regards to the contexts of social settings and communicative events 
(Hymes, 1967, 1968). These rules involve understanding topics, participants, settings, 
and social and cultural norms of interacting with one another. Discourse competence 
(Canale, 1983) refers to the messages and communicative functions as the one unit 
which language users need to understand in order to appropriately communicate with 
interlocutors in certain contexts. Strategic competence is a competence that language 
users need to understand verbal and non-verbal cues in order to successfully continue 
conversations in a given context and resolve any miscommunication or 
misunderstanding.   
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The notion of communicative competence and social interaction has impacted a 
variety of alternative second language teaching approaches. One of them is 
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) which emphasizes communicative aspects of 
language use and allows learners use the linguistic forms that have been previously 
learned in communicative activities and situations (Berns, 1984; Savignon, 2002). As one 
of the CLT approaches, Task-Based Language Teaching (TBLT) has received much 
attention (Ellis, 2003). Gass, Mackey, and Pica (1998) have noted that social interactions 
in communicative tasks facilitate the acquisition in a way that can trigger negotiation of 
meanings. Pica (2005) and Ellis (2003) argued that task-based language teaching can be 
an important pedagogical tool to generate meaningful interactions among students in 
second language classrooms. Firth and Wagner (2007) have argued that second 
language learning needs to be re-conceptualized as social accomplishment by describing 
learning-in-action which refers to the exposure to a natural setting where learners 
interact with English speakers.  
Communicative competence is an important concept in understanding social 
interactions and contextual factors that contribute to successful communication. It 
allows both teaching practitioners and learners of English to see what is involved in 
acquiring appropriate social and cultural norms of linguistic behaviors and negotiate 
miscommunication. Examining and conceptualizing communicative competence in 
intercultural settings adds another layer as it complicates the communicative situations 
due to the different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, different social norms, and 
different strategies to resolve any communication issues that each interlocutor brings 
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into the communicative situation.  The specific meaning of communicative competence 
can be negotiated and redefined by looking into more interactional settings. 
Studies on communicative competence in workplace environments have offered 
a variety of insights in ways to think about oral communication, social interactions, 
written communication in professional settings (Firth & Wagner, 1997; Firth, 2009; 
Koester, 2002; Li, 2000; Pullin, 2010; Roberts, 2010; Staples, 2015; Zimmermann, 2009). 
Firth and Wagner (1997) extensively discussed interactions between native and non-
native speakers of English in an attempt to reconceptualize second language acquisition 
research on communicative situations. They argued that terms such as “dominance, 
incompetence, and underdeveloped FL ability” might not fully explain what is really 
going on during the talk between NSs and NNSs. It is important to pay attention to the 
process by which roles are created and divided during talk to reach an agreement or 
find solutions to problems. By examining how and why turns are taken by interlocutors 
in certain ways, one can see more closely how collaboration is enabled, ways that power 
relations become visible and how resources are distributed and shared among 
interlocutors. In their research on the analysis of conversation between NS and NNS in a 
collaborative setting, Firth and Wagner (1997) observed that NSs’ conversational 
behaviors might seem like they are taking the initiative, however, both NS and NNS are 
collaborating in “constructing meaningful discourse” by contributing to talk in a way 
that can be most relevant to the topic of the conversation (p. 294).  
More situated in workplace settings, Firth (2009) explored how L2 “learner” 
status is not overtly recognized and becomes a subtle and sensitive issue in the 
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workplace.  He explained that L2 “learner” status can be a “private” matter, whereas 
this is very much of a “public” matter in classroom settings.  Firth emphasized that the 
“L2 learner” identity is interactionally disavowed, while “L2 competence” is rendered 
and oriented to as a fluid, contingent phenomenon and, crucially, a private matter” (p. 
132). Speakers of English as a second language at workplaces might not attempt to 
engage in social interactions in which L2 status becomes obvious, or is seen as a 
deficiency depending on the context of interactions. Firth further argued that “notions 
of ‘learning’, ‘learnership’, ‘competence’, ‘proficiency’, and ‘performance’, are 
intricately tied to contextual exigencies, and always emergent within the micro-details 
of social interaction” (p. 150).  
Some studies on workplace communication needs have provided rich 
information on what actual workplace communication comprises and how curriculum 
developers can take this into account in designing curriculum for workplace 
communication (Crosling & Ward, 2002; Kassim & Ali, 2010). Crosling and Ward (2002) 
investigated needs in conducting oral communication in business contexts through a 
detailed survey on business graduate employees. They emphasized that oral 
communication is an essential part of workplaces as it encompasses both professional 
and social lives in the workplace. Oral communication tends to depend on the context 
and on how various social and situational factors impact the ways in which 
communication is conducted. The nature of corporate discourse influences the styles 
and modes of communication, thus, members at workplaces learn to assimilate 
themselves into the cultures of the workplace in which they perform. Based on a corpus 
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of forms of workplace oral communication, they also categorized various forms of oral 
communication that happen at workplaces based on the types of interlocutors speakers 
might interact with.  
According to Crosling and Ward (2002), “informal work-related discussions” 
were most frequent among the staff with similar status within the same company 
departments, followed by “following instructions,” “informal social conversations,” 
“networking for advice and information,” “instructing,” “explaining and demonstrating,” 
“persuading colleagues,” and “giving feedback to colleagues” (p. 50). They also found 
that “following instructions and responding orally” was the most frequent form of oral 
communication when it comes to interacting with supervisors, followed by “informal 
work-related discussions,” “building relationships,” “informal conversation,” “promoting 
the employee’s own strengths and weaknesses,” and others (p. 51). As for the forms of 
oral communication used in team work, “building relations with fellow team members” 
was most frequent, followed by “informal conversations,” “leading and persuading team 
members,” and “conflict resolution” (p. 53). Their overall observations on the forms of 
workplace oral communication showed that successful performance of informal 
conversations was regarded as the most important form that might affect the positive 
evaluation of the job performance and communicating with supervisors and colleagues 
in workplaces. Based on the study, they argued that the business communication 




Kassim and Ali (2010) provided insights on how workplace communication needs 
can be understood. Through a survey, they identified English language skills and 
communicative events needed in workplace settings where English is a primary medium 
of communication among engineering employees in multinational companies in 
Malaysia. They found that the most frequent communicative events included 
“teleconferencing,” “networking for contacts and advice,” and “presenting new ideas 
and alternative strategies” (p. 171). They further emphasized that oral communication 
skills can be important for employees to promote themselves as global engineers.  
Intercultural Communication in Professional Settings 
Intercultural communication in professional settings has been extensively 
studied in various ways with a specific focus on the discourse analysis of interethnic 
encounters in business meetings and negotiation, service encounters, job interviews, 
and informal conversations at workplace settings (Day & Wagner, 2007; Gumperz, 1982; 
Roberts, 2010; Scollon & Scollon, 2001). Many studies have looked into the ways of 
conveying information and communicating with interlocutors in multilingual and 
multicultural workplace settings. Although these studies have often been criticized for 
their tendency to contrast two different cultures by identifying culture-specific features 
or generalizing certain cultural characteristics, they have provided valuable insights in 
ways to see linguistic and cultural behaviors, norms in discoursal features, and 
workplaces as speech communities. Van Horn (2006) noted that cross-cultural and 
intercultural studies established a critical “platform” (p. 621) to illustrate how 
contextual factors allow one to see English language in professional settings through 
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comparison of cultures, despite the possibility of creation of cultural bias and 
stereotypes.  
The term, “speech community,” coined by Gumperz (1964), refers to “any 
human aggregate characterized by regular and frequent interaction over a significant 
span of time and set off from other such aggregates by differences in the frequency of 
interaction” (p. 137). The notion of speech community has influenced the way many 
language and literacy studies are shaped conceptually and theoretically (Heath, 1983; 
Hymes, 1972; Schegloff, 1999).  It allowed scholars to carefully examine how behavioral 
and linguistic norms are constructed in a community of speakers as well as how 
members of the community of speakers learn those norms and internalize them in order 
to function as a member of the community. Gumperz also discussed the notion of verbal 
repertoires that refer to dialectal varieties and superposed varieties that co-exist within 
a community of speakers to provide a comprehensive understanding of speech 
communities. He further illustrated that varieties within a speech community may 
signify socioeconomic factors that affect the way the varieties are maintained or 
preferred (Gumperz, 2009, p. 72).  
Gumperz (1982) laid out three variations that affect communicative tasks by 
illustrating how stressful it can be to cope with interethnic communication situations:  
• Different cultural assumptions about the situation and about appropriate 
behavior and intentions within it. 
• Different ways of structuring information or an argument in a conversation. 
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• Different ways of speaking: the use of a different set of unconscious linguistic 
conventions (such as tone of voice) to emphasize, to signal logical connections 
and to indicate the significance of what is being said in terms of overall meaning 
and attitudes.  
(Gumperz, 1982, p. 12) 
The above identified variations are common yet greatly influential in the ways 
messages are delivered and interpreted among interlocutors. The first variation impacts 
the way interlocutors behave according to certain social rules that include non-verbal 
behaviors such as gestures, facial expressions, and eye-contact, as well as understanding 
social structure and power relations in a given context. The second variation affects the 
way language users deliver messages in a socially expected way so the audiences can 
understand the relationship between ideas. The third variation controls the way the 
interlocutors continue the conversation without major miscommunication by 
recognizing verbal cues or tonal indications that signify the meaning of what is 
important in the conversation.  
Despite different assumptions on the ways people communicate messages, 
Gumperz (1982) stated that speakers need to have communicative flexibility, which 
refers to “an ability to adapt strategies to the audience and to the signs, both direct and 
indirect” (p. 14). Communicative flexibility allows speakers in interethnic communicative 
situations to be more flexible towards different ways of giving verbal or non-verbal cues, 
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different ways of saying and delivering messages, and different ways of interpreting 
messages. Gumperz further illustrated the concept below:  
Meaning in any face-to-face encounter is always negotiable; it is discovering the 
grounds for negotiation that requires the participants’ skills. Many of the 
meanings and understandings, at the level of ongoing processes of 
interpretation of speaker’s intent, depend upon culturally specific conventions, 
so that much of the meaning in any encounter is indirect and implicit. The ability 
to expose enough of the implicit meaning to make for a satisfactory encounter 
between strangers or culturally different speakers requires communicative 
flexibility (Gumperz, 1982, p. 14). 
Communicative flexibility aligns well with communicative competence in the sense that 
language users need to think about communicative situations in terms of exchanging 
verbal or non-verbal information competently regardless of their national origins, first 
language status, race or gender. In order to be engaged in interethnic communicative 
situations, communicative flexibility seems to play an important role in enabling the 
interlocutors to be empathetic towards each other and focus on the information that 
needs to be delivered and understood.  
Gumperz (1982) also discussed the idea of conversational cooperation in which 
interlocutors rely on conversational principles they share. Through conversational 
cooperation, interlocutors interpret literal meanings of utterances, and understand 
situational factors that contribute to the conduct of communicative tasks in a given 
setting. These tasks often involve shared expectations among the interlocutors and 
37 
 
negotiated contextualization conventions, which Gumperz defines as communicative 
strategies that allow interlocutors to be aware of the traditions and systems of 
communication in certain contexts (p. 18).  Contextualization conventions let 
interlocutors establish shared rules that enable them to confirm or disconfirm messages 
communicated, and thus, allow interlocutors to interpret and reinterpret messages by 
changing expectations accordingly. 
Jupp, Roberts, and Cook-Gumperz (1987) analyzed interethnic encounters in 
workplaces in which language minority groups form their social identities and how their 
anxieties and fears create stereotypes towards themselves in the workplace. They 
introduce an ethnographic study that employs interviews of the employees at a British 
manufacturer in 1970s in which many South Asian workers worked, specifically about 
how certain perceptions and stereotypes are formed through various social interactions 
in the workplace. They also introduced a review of communication survey reports 
documented by Industrial Language Training units that were from seven different 
manufacturing industries between 1975 and 1980 that has presented the most common 
problems below. 
• Never sure an instruction has been fully understood. 
• Difficulties in explaining about quality, faults, and breakdowns.  
• Uncertain about how far responsibilities regarding health and safety legislation 
can be fulfilled with workers who have limited English.  
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• Difficulties in explaining or obtaining explanations in relation to personal 
problems, such as pay queries, sickness, and absence. 
• Lack of understanding or wrong attitudes in relation to company practice and 
procedure; for example, grievance procedures, holidays, and extended leave. 
• Difficulties in getting ‘cooperation’ from workers, particularly in relation to 
general flexibility, leading to discipline problems.  
• Clashes of interest on the shopfloor to do with wages, overtime, revised work 
schedules and bonus schemes.  
(Jupp, Roberts, & Cook-Gumperz, 1987, p. 242) 
 
The problems identified above seem to provide insights into how teachers of English or 
English-speaking students identify communication problems in classroom settings as 
well in various educational contexts in English-speaking environments. Many studies on 
L1 and L2 student interactions and the way each group forms perceptions towards one 
another in higher educational settings have been reported (Arkoudis et al., 2013; 
Homles, 2004; Krajewski, 2011; Simkhovych, 2009). These studies often adopted 
interviews or surveys in order to investigate the range of students’ social and academic 
lives that include classroom interactions, group activities and projects, and informal 
conversations in social settings.  Jupp, Roberts, and Cook-Gumperz (1987) noted that 
the problems identified above may be caused due to “uncertainty” about the causes of 
misunderstanding or miscommunication, and “over-certainty” about the way they make 
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judgments towards South Asian workers (p. 243). They explained that South Asian 
workers might be anxious about their social status within the workplace environments 
and might fear that their performance being judged as insufficient or poor might create 
cautious attitudes in interactions that can prevent them from accessing the informal 
network in which they can learn day-to-day workplace practices. Their cautious 
attitudes in interactions could be perceived as a lack of initiative or willingness among 
English-speaking employees, and thus, further reinforce the negative stereotypes of 
South Asian workers. This process makes South Asian workers keep doubting the 
appropriateness of their behaviors or English language abilities, their social rights and 
possibilities in the future. Thus, social interactions in the multiethnic workplace could 
create and reinforce assigned social identities of certain groups, which complicates the 
workplace communication and evaluation of employees.  
Scollon and Scollon (2001), in their analysis of the discourse system of corporate 
discourses, described the different discourse system each community of speakers might 
have and how certain discourse systems might be developed within a community. They 
have identified four characteristics of discourse system in corporate cultures.  
 
1. Members will hold a common ideological position and recognize a set of extra-
discourse features which define them as a group. 




3. A set of preferred forms of discourse serves as banners or symbols of 
membership and identity. 
4. Face relationships are prescribed for discourse among members or between 
members and outsiders.  
(Scollon & Scollon, 2001, p. 179) 
Corporate cultures seem to have distinct discourse systems as each corporation might 
have its own system of ideologies and different goals that might control the way certain 
communication is conducted and how certain knowledge is shared and delivered. These 
forms of discourse shape the way members within workplace communities construct 
their professional and social identities that affect their behaviors and the way they 
communicate with other employees. Scollon and Scollon (2001) further noted that 
identity can be shown through specific goals of the community or the expression of the 
corporations’ ideologies (p. 180). Members of a corporation might internalize the 
shared ideology and goals in order to function as members of the workplace and 
successfully maintain their membership.  
Scollon and Scollon (2001) stated that the corporate culture might often be 
prompted by goal-directed ideology that comes from Utilitarian ideologies, which leads 
to the production of goal-oriented discourse systems. Goal-oriented discourse systems 
tend to adopt the discourse systems that utilize “anti-rhetorical, positivist empirical, 
deductive, individualistic, egalitarian, and publicly or institutionally sanctioned forms of 
discourse” (p. 196-197).  Regardless of each individual’s styles or preference of ways to 
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conduct communication, each member often has to follow the assigned discourse 
systems that probably are dominantly goal-oriented without much reservation. Within 
this type of discourse system, members become socialized through assigned ways of 
interacting, and prescribed relationships, and thus, maintain their membership in the 
workplace.  
A variety of empirical studies on intercultural communication in workplaces have 
enriched resources and perspectives in thinking about how discourse practices in 
professional settings can be perceived (Louhiala-Salminen, Charles, & Kankaanranta, 
2005; Rogerson-Revell, 2010; Sweeney & Hua, 2010) Louhiala-Salminen, Charles, and 
Kankaanranta (2005) studied English as a Lingua Franca in Nordic corporate mergers in 
terms of language use observed in two international corporations: Swedish and Finnish 
companies. With a focus on two types of internal communication, which were email 
messages and meetings, they explored how business interactions are conducted in 
international corporate mergers. They found that speakers bring their own “culture-
bound views” that originate from their first language into business interactions. They 
emphasized that learning to understand different communication cultures and 
discourse practices helps interlocutors become better business communicators. 
Although English language might be used to deliver and exchange information, speakers 
of BELF need to be able to “use contextual cues and identify the situational 
presuppositions of other interactants” in order to become flexible and competent 
business communicators (p. 419). Pullin (2010) stated that small talk and establishing 
rapport with colleagues can have a great impact on a way that can let employees 
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construct a sense of membership in a workplace community, which helps them 
overcome communication problems in international corporate settings.  
Rogerson-Revell (2010) explored the role of speech accommodation by both 
native and nonnative speakers of English in international business meetings and 
identified some of the accommodation strategies used by some participants towards 
international audiences. These strategies included “normalization mechanisms,” which 
refer to attempts to reach a mutual understanding despite the different cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds, and “convergence processes,” where interlocutors attempt to 
use formal and careful speech style in order to enhance communicative efficiency and 
effectiveness (p. 446).  Rogerson-Revell stated that even though interlocutors may 
speak the same language, the way they speak it may be greatly different due to 
differences in sociocultural factors and language proficiency. These differences might 
interfere with the way particular groups of speakers are perceived. He argued that “the 
differences in ways of speaking or interacting can lead one party to believe that the 
other is either intellectually incompetent or deliberately uncooperative or combative” 
(Rogerson-Revell, 2010, p. 433).  Another study on speech accommodation by Sweeney 
and Hua (2010) revealed that native speakers of English tended to use a greater variety 
of linguistic devices than non-native speakers do, especially in accommodating towards 
specific audiences, although their strategies varied due to the limited understanding of 
the nature of intercultural communication.   
Gluszek and Dovidio (2010) provided social psychological perspectives on the 
way non-native accents are perceived and how stigma plays a role in speaking and 
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listening. Through a review of relevant empirical studies on non-native accents and 
stigma, they proposed a framework of stigma of accents in order to investigate the 
communicative effects of accents. They observed that accents inevitably reveal the 
speaker’s group membership, which often prevents speakers from talking due to their 
fear that their foreignness becomes visible and obvious. Being silent may also yield 
negative results, such as being seen as someone who does not take any initiative, does 
not gain necessary information from the talk, and is left out of the conversation (p. 6).  
Accents are usually known as something that interrupts the communication due to its 
tendency to make it difficult to comprehend speakers’ linguistic production, however, it 
is important to pay attention to social psychological aspects of accents and stigma that 
could intervene in communicative events. A better understanding of accents and the 
stigma that follows could allow one to see various social and contextual factors that 
contribute to interruptions in communication.  
World Englishes and Workplace Communication 
The use and performance of English among L1 and L2 speakers in workplace 
settings have also been examined from World Englishes perspectives. World Englishes 
have greatly impacted the field of second language education by providing critical 
perspectives on the native-speaker model in language teaching and learning. The native-
speaker model has been criticized for its limited views on the varieties of English and 
sociolinguistic reality, and its tendency to reinforce power structures among Inner Circle, 
Outer Circle, and Expanding Circle countries and the status of standard English (Kachru, 
1985, 1988). Inner Circle typically refers to the countries such as the UK, Australia, the 
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USA in which white English-speakers primarily use English as their first language for daily 
interactions and professional settings. In Outer Circle countries, English is used primarily 
in most social and professional settings, however, English is not the native language for 
most people, and indigenous languages and English co-exist across countries. This is due 
to the British colonization of many countries in Asia and Africa, which resulted in the 
unique situations of language use in the Outer Circle countries. Expanding Circle 
countries such as China, Russia, Japan, Korea, and Indonesia do not have direct historical 
relationships with English or Inner Circle countries, but English is highly promoted and 
encouraged in workplace settings for international businesses and communication 
regarding international relations. 
While the notion of communicative competence has been much emphasized in 
intercultural communication, it has heavily relied on a native speaker model 
communicative competence (Berns, 1985, 1990, 2006; Kachru, 1992). Kachru argued 
that communicative competence needs to reflect the reality of sociolinguistic factors 
that are actually present in communication settings. In a similar vein, Berns (2006) also 
contended that communicative competence needs to be redefined and re-articulated in 
the way that social realities can best be reflected by criticizing the universal forms of 
English that adopt a native speaker model (Prator, 1968). Scholars in World Englishes 
have argued for a polymodel approach in pedagogies in order to take into account users 
and uses of varieties of English (Berns, 2006, p. 727). Polymodel approaches refer to 
views in which teachers are conscious about the varieties of English being used and 
spoken all over the world and appropriately select materials and methods for teaching 
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in their classes. Thus, World Englishes perspectives have not only enriched the resources 
for and perspectives on pedagogical applications in teaching English, but have also 
extended the discussion on language policies in terms of power relations among 
different varieties of English, English teaching professional identity, English language 
learners’ social and professional identity, and the native speaker – non-native speaker 
dichotomy.   
The interactions in business settings have also been explored from World 
Englishes perspectives. Van Horn (2006) criticized the trend in business textbooks that 
support “a single native-speaker recipe for linguistic success” (native mono-model) as 
opposed to a “functionalist polymodel” of World Englishes (p. 620).  He further 
emphasized that it is important to consider “socially realistic linguistics” (Kachru, 1981) 
that investigates how varieties of language are created and reflected in contexts of 
commerce and how members understand the relationships among the varieties of 
language that reproduce cultural systems in a given setting (p. 625). World Englishes 
literature identifies “centripetal” and “centrifugal” forces in English language as the 
tension between more static concepts such as “World English” and more dynamic ones, 
“world Englishes” (Bolton, 2004; Brutt-Griffler, 2002; Van Horn, 2006). English nowadays 
in workplace settings shows a unique sociolinguistic scene in which more than one 
variety of English inevitably becomes present in a workplace setting due to the 
globalized economy.  
There have been various attempts to universalize one type of English in global 
business settings. The rationale behind these attempts was to make it easier and more 
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effective to communicate with one another and prevent miscommunication in 
internationalized professional settings. There has been an opinion where simplified 
English that adopts simplified words and semantics has to be a universal for all speakers 
of English (Prator, 1968; Quirk, 1981; Tahima, 2004). However, these voices have often 
been considered unrealistic as the reality does not support the claim where a universal 
language can make communication easier due to the nature of language, which changes 
according to the time, space, ideologies, social and cultural factors, and technological 
advances (Kachru, 1987, 1991, 2005).  Furthermore, the current medium of 
communication in advertising or marketing is pluralized beyond the level of using 
different varieties of English by using visuals or aural materials, which means ways to 
communicate messages across the world are becoming rather pluralistic and 
particularized depending on the context (Van Horn, 2006, p. 631).  Thus, conforming to 
“standards” or “norms” of ways of communicating is essentially an unachievable goal, 
and it may not be as effective as expected in real-life workplace settings.  
A recent argument made by Kachru (2004) seems to stress the importance of 
rearticulating the status of non-native speakers of English. He introduced the notion of 
“functional nativeness,” which refers to an ability to communicate proficiently 
regardless of their first language status, or country of origin. Kachru asserted that terms 
such as “native speaker”, “second-language speaker” and “foreign language user” seem 
to give clear distinctions between “native” and non-native” speakers of English, 
irrespective of the proficiency levels, about how well speakers communicate their 
messages in general (Nickerson, 2013, p. 447).  Nickerson (2013) addressed the issue of 
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the native speaker model in ELF (English as Lingua Franca) interactions in regards to ESP 
(English for Specific Purposes). She argued that it is important to reassess the “privileged 
position” that native speaker models have in English for business purposes, with a 
specific attention to factors that contribute to the success and failure in ELF settings (p. 
451). More attention is needed on ways English is used in globalized workplace settings 
and how members of the workplace may interact with each other and successfully 
communicate necessary information. Mere assumptions that native speaker models will 
enable every learner of English to reach the level of proficiency needed in their 
workplaces do not seem to align with how English is actually used in real-life workplace 
settings or what circumstances that they need to perform in English appropriately. It 
seems to be essential to carefully examine English language use and uses in workplace 
settings from the perspective that considers pluralistic models of English use and how 
functional nativeness can be discussed in workplace interactions. As more workplaces 
become multinational and multilingual, the models or framework that English teaching 
professionals adopt need to be more realistic and sensitive to the contexts of social 
situations.  
In relation to NS – NNS dichotomy in workplace communication, close 
observational studies on the perception of English language and language proficiency 
revealed that NS level fluency might not be a top concern for business professionals. 
Kankaanranta and Louhiala-Salminen (2010) explored the perceptions that BELF 
(Business English as a Lingua Franca) might have towards the use of English in business 
contexts. Through a survey and interviews of international business professionals, they 
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were able to find that their informants in the study considered the use of English as a 
secondary concern to the “work” itself, rather than regarding it as a primary concern 
that can greatly impact the overall work performance. Both NNSs and NSs 
accommodated their speech towards their audience depending on their level of 
proficiency and focused more on business competence in specific contexts. They also 
argued that “NS fluency is not a relevant criterion for success in international business 
work, and in addition, since most interactions take place between NNSs of English, it 
might not even be desirable” (p. 207). Although English is considered a primary medium 
of communication in workplace settings, this study found that international business 
professionals perceived English as something they need in order to better conduct 
business-related events, rather than something they need to master to perform like a 
native speaker of English.  
There have been studies that explored perceptions towards English and other 
languages in workplaces. Ehrenreich’s (2010) study provided similar perspectives on the 
role of English in workplace settings. She examined perceptions of English and other 
languages in upper management in a family-owned German multinational corporation 
and found that English plays an essential role in conducting a variety of tasks in the 
company, but it needs to be emphasized that native-level fluency does not necessarily 
contribute to the communicative effectiveness in business tasks. She further noted that 
understanding diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds and being able to take them 
into account appropriately impacts the overall effectiveness of communication. 
Moreover, other languages can be a great pragmatic resource to discuss local issues in 
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the community. Hornikx, van Meurs, and de Boer (2010) investigated the perceptions of 
English and a local language in advertisements in a Dutch company with a focus on 
readers’ preference for English or local languages. They found that when English was 
easy to understand in a given slogan, participants preferred English slogans, and when 
given a difficult-to-understand English slogan, there was little difference in the 
preference. They emphasized the role of comprehension in international 
advertisements in local settings.  
Gilsdorf (2002) discussed further the status of English in a globalized professional 
world. She argued that understanding English as a polymorph is crucial in professional 
settings in order to better communicate with international audiences. She emphasized 
that a commonality of understanding in the same language fundamentally requires 
more than one way to interpret meaning in contexts; therefore, international settings 
generate more complex communicative situations where speakers of English need to 
have multiple perspectives in sharing and exchanging knowledge in the same language 
(p. 364).  
Bokor (2011) investigated native English-speaking students’ perceptions towards 
different varieties of English used in technical communication tasks. Based on classroom 
research on 30 participants, he found that native English-speaking students tend not to 
think that communication failure can be caused by their own linguistic performances or 
attitudes towards different varieties of English. Rather, they seem to think that their 
linguistic competence is highly advantaged across different English speaking 
environments (p. 233). He argued that providing multiple perspectives on the use of 
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English and including the World Englishes paradigm in technical communication training 
program might help students to experience globalized views in communicating complex 
information with international audiences. In order to internationalize technical 
communication, he asserted that consideration of non-native speakers of English should 
be essential for “cross-boundary technical discourse” for training native English speakers 
for global technical communication (p. 211).  Below he noted that there needs to be 
more intentional effort to raise awareness in English as an international language and 
complexities and political constructs language creates in the globalized world.   
English has been adapted to meet the challenges of the complex identities 
created by globalization. The role of English is, therefore, fraught with 
linguacultural and rhetorical problems for which training programs must account. 
Undoubtedly, the need exists for educators to use language-based heuristics as a 
systematized approach toward facilitating students’ rhetorical efforts as 
adapting to international audiences (p.  211).  
Together with a polymodel approach in World English literature, this study provides an 
important insight on how educators in technical communication can construct 
professional ethos in conducting communicative tasks in international settings as well as 
ways to think about globalizing and localizing technologies taking into account the 
different beliefs and values international audiences might have.   
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CHAPTER 2. METHODS 
An Overview of Methods 
The present study utilized a case study method that adopts various types of data 
as a way to better understand the target participants and context. In order to gain a 
more thorough understanding of how L1 and L2 students negotiate perceptions in 
collaborative settings, three types of data have been collected: a survey, interviews, and 
self-reflective essays. A survey was conducted on L2 students who have completed 
professional writing courses in which L1 students were dominant. Interviews were 
conducted with both L1 and L2 students to investigate their experiences in collaborating 
with one another in various professional and social settings, with a focus on group work. 
Self-reflective essays were collected from a professional writing class in which the 
instructor was the researcher of the present study. The survey was used to obtain L2 
students’ basic demographic information about years at the institution, major, and first 
language. The questionnaire asked about their daily usage of English on campus, their 
expected use of English in the future, and their plans after graduation in order to better 
understand their motivation to engage in various tasks in class with L1 students. It also 
asked students to rank the most important reasons for taking professional writing 
courses, how well they think they participated in collaborative activities, how anxious 
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they feel in interacting with L1 students, as well as what kinds of language abilities they 
perceive are most needed in order to carry out all the tasks involved in group projects. 
Interviews and self-reflective essays were used primarily to examine L1 and L2 students’ 
perceptions towards each other while engaging in collaborative activities through their 
own narratives. From the perspective of narrative inquiry, the researcher explored how 
participants make sense of their experiences and negotiate meanings in communicative 
situations that involve miscommunication, misunderstanding, and anxiety in engaging in 
communicative tasks with each other. Both quantitative and qualitative methods were 
used to triangulate the types of data to increase the validity of research. The focus was 
on L1 and L2 students’ views and perceptions on collaborating with one another, any 
communication issues they experienced, and ways they identify their own language 






Figure 2.  Methodology Chart. 
Contexts 
I situated my study in the context of mainstream professional writing classes for 
upper-level undergraduate students as the classes are for upper-level students from a 
variety of disciplines. These classes are offered by the English department at the given 
institution. There are typically 20 - 22 students in each class. The majority of the 
students in these classes are domestic students, while there is an average of less than 
five international students in each class. Students’ majors tend to vary, and there is a 
good mix of sophomores, juniors, and seniors. For some students, these classes are 
required by their academic advisors, however, some students choose to take these 
classes to prepare themselves for the job market or to learn how to write professional 
documents in workplaces. The nature of these classes is largely project-based. Students 
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often work in groups to collaboratively write a proposal or make and design professional 
documents together in a given time. Instructors of professional writing classes provide 
students with tasks that students are likely to encounter in workplaces in the future and 
students work on these tasks with group members. Throughout the semester, students 
are exposed to a variety of collaborative projects and social and communicative 
activities as they work together to achieve shared goals. I chose the mainstream 
professional writing classes to see how international students participate in 
collaborative activities and engage in the discourse communities.  
The study was conducted at a large Midwestern university. The university has 
the second largest international student population among public universities in the US. 
There has been a steady increase in the population of international students who speak 
English as a second language; however, recently there has been a sharp increase in the 
number of international students, specifically from China, India, Korea, and other 
countries in East and South Asian contexts in the last five years. The institution is a 
research oriented university and is well-known for its engineering schools and STEM 
focused research. The College of Engineering and the College of Business tend to have 
bigger numbers of international students than other colleges or majors. Many 
international students from East or South Asian contexts apply for this institution, as it is 
one of the big universities that accepts a large number of international students.  
Participants 
The participants in this study included international students who speak English 
as a second language (L2 students) and who have finished one of the professional 
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writing courses, and domestic students (L1 students) who have finished one of the 
professional writing courses. Specific demographic information about the participants is 
provided under Data Collection. Each professional writing course tends to have one to 
three L2 students. Their first languages, nationalities, majors, proficiency levels in 
English language, and gender vary. International students in these classes are 
sophomores, juniors, and seniors who have finished their first year at a given institution 
or transferred from other institutions. These students often have diverse cultural and 
educational backgrounds as they come from outside the US and speak English as a 
second language. The majority of L2 students in this study were Chinese students. Some 
L1 students have diverse cultural backgrounds or have lived abroad before; however, 
the majority of L1 students were from the US and grew up and were educated in the US 
and speak English as their first language. Their majors, gender, and future career plans 
vary. There are sophomores, juniors, and seniors in the L1 population, and they take 
professional writing courses in order to meet graduation requirements or develop 
advanced business or technical writing skills. 
Data Collection 
Survey 
A survey was conducted with international students who speak English as their 
second language or foreign language and who have completed Professional Writing 
Courses (ENGL42000 Business Writing, and/or ENGL42100 Technical Writing) in Spring 
2015, Summer Module 1 2015 or Summer Module 2/3 2015. There are typically one to 
three international students in each professional writing course. L1 students tend to be 
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the dominant population in these classes. There were a total of 19 sections of Business 
Writing and 11 sections of Technical Writing offered in Spring 2015. 4 sections of 
Business Writing and 5 sections of Technical Writing were offered in Summer 2015. 
There were a total of 39 sections of Professional Writing, with 23 Business Writing 
courses and 16 Technical Writing courses.  
30 international students who had taken Business Writing and Technical Writing 
courses participated in the survey. The survey was open from the end of Spring 2015 to 
the end of Summer 2015 in order to get student feedback at the end of each semester. 
In order to distribute the survey, I asked instructors in the Professional Writing Program 
to forward my message containing the information about the research and a link to the 
survey to the international students in their classes. I also requested direct email service 
through the Registrar at Purdue University in order to distribute the survey to the 
international students who had taken Business Writing or Technical Writing in Spring 
2015 and Summer 2015.   
As the survey included general demographic information about participants’ first 
language, year, and major, the researcher was able to report the following information 
about the target demographic. 65% of the students were from Business Writing, and 35% 
of the students were from Technical Writing courses. Seniors (35%), sophomores (37%), 
and juniors (27%) participated in the survey.  Their majors varied from a student to 
student. There were students from the following majors: communication, electrical 
engineering, business management, accounting, athletic training, mechanical 
engineering, food science, economics, industrial management, computer and 
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information technology, mathematics, aero-engineering, flight technology, strategy and 
organizational management, information systems technology, finance, supply chain 
management, health sciences pre-professional, sales, and animal science. Their first 
language status varied as well. 16 students were native speakers of Mandarin Chinese, 2 
Cantonese Chinese speakers, 4 Korean speakers, 1 Japanese speaker, 1 Portuguese 
speaker, 2 Indonesian speakers, 1 Gujarati speaker, 1 Malay speaker, 1 Tamil speaker, 
and 1 Telugu speaker.   The results of the survey were compiled for analyses at the end 
of Summer 2015.  
The purpose of conducting a survey was to gather demographic information 
about L2 students in this study, and identify their language needs and perceived anxiety 
level in interacting and collaborating with L1 students, as well as obtain descriptive 
responses for each questionnaire. The survey method was used primarily to reveal 
participants’ perceived needs and difficulties in conducting various tasks involved in 
professional writing courses. The questions also asked participants’ plans after 
graduation, daily use of English, expected use of English, thoughts on group work, most 
needed support to carry out all the tasks involved in the projects, and how they perceive 
their abilities to communicate after finishing the course. The needs explored through 
this survey are situated in upper-level professional writing courses in which L1 students 
are dominant. As professional writing courses often adopt collaborative projects and 
assignments that simulate real-life workplace environments, it is necessary to 
understand how this few L2 students in each class identify their needs and how they 
negotiate their language abilities and linguistic and cultural identities while engaging in 
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group discussion and collaboration. The “situated needs” of learners can be explored 
through needs analysis surveys as it allows one to explore “relevant information 
necessary to meet the language learning needs of the students within the context of 
particular institutions involved in the learning and teaching situation” (Brown, 1997, p. 
112). Brown (1997) further noted that one of the best advantages of survey research is 
that researchers can obtain a wide range of types of information efficiently through 
collecting responses from a variety of people in a target group (p. 112).  
The survey in this study mainly focused on participant’s perceptions and 
opinions in order to observe their self-identified needs in language abilities or any issues 
regarding learning in a collaborative environment with L1 students. Researchers design 
“opinion surveys” in order to explore participants’ opinions and attitudes about 
particular topics, “judgments” are often adopted to investigate participants’ perceptions 
in learning, and “rankings” tend to be used to see how participants perceive priorities, 
and level of importance or usefulness (Brown, 1997, p. 115). The survey of the current 
study adopted a mix of opinions, judgments, and rankings in the survey as a way to 
explore participants’ own ways to identify ranks of needs or difficulties in engaging in 
coursework, opinions on various activities involved in assignments and projects, and 
understand their motivations to participate in various tasks.  
Interviews 
The interviews were conducted with both L1 and L2 students. Three L2 students 
and nine L1 students were interviewed. The participants were recruited through a call 
out of participants emailed to the students through their professional writing instructors. 
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The researcher also visited professional writing courses with instructors’ permission in 
order to introduce the project and promote student participation. All participants in the 
interviews were volunteers who had completed professional writing courses and who 
expressed willingness to participate in the interview. Each participant was compensated 
with a gift card for participating in an interview. Each interview took about 30 – 50 
minutes and was conducted one-on-one. All interviews were recorded using an audio-
recording device and transcribed for analyses.  
Using a set of pre-made questions, the researcher conducted semi-structured 
interviews. The interview questions consisted of open-ended questions about the 
participants’ experiences in working with L1 or L2 students in collaborative tasks in 
academic or professional settings such as course projects, laboratories, and workplaces. 
Interviews with L1 students were more focused on their experiences participating in 
communicative tasks and situations with L2 students, ways they negotiated 
miscommunication, or any issues regarding intercultural communication in collaborative 
settings. Interviews with L2 students were more focused on their linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds, ways they learned English, their social lives, academic and professional 
goals, career plans, and experiences in interacting with L1 students in collaborative 
projects. For both groups of students, any particular experiences in regard to 
interactions, participation, and collaboration in professional writing courses were also 
explored through their own words to understand their understanding and perceptions 
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Coffey & Street, 2008; Pavlenko, 2002; Spradley, 1979; Tsui, 
2007).   
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There have been many studies that explored how L1 and L2 students form 
perceptions towards each other in higher education settings in English-speaking 
countries through interviews. Interviews have been widely adopted as a primary 
method in order to examine students’ understanding of their experiences and how they 
make sense of cultural and linguistic differences (Akourdis et al., 2013; Gresham & 
Clayton, 2011; Halualani, 2008; Kimmel & Volet, 2010; Zimmermann, 2009; Zander, 
Mockaitis, & Butler, 2012). In this study, through the interviews, the researcher focused 
on how participants understood their experiences in their own words, ways they 
identified feelings or perceptions such as anxiety, frustration, and difficulties in engaging 
in collaborative projects with L1 or L2 students.  Storytelling in interviews is a 
collaborative process in which participants and researchers mutually construct a story 
by telling and re-telling stories, which allows researchers to establish rapport with 
participants, so participants can feel comfortable expressing their own voices in their 
stories (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Researchers in TESOL have used narrative inquiry in 
a variety of contexts and argued for the benefits of narrative inquiry (Pavlenko, 2002; 
Tsui, 2007) in informing teaching and learning.  
L2 students 
Three L2 students were interviewed in this study: Lucas, Charlotte, Tom. They were 
given pseudonyms. Lucas, a junior in business management, is originally from South 
Korea and grew up in Brazil. While he was in Brazil, he was educated in international 
schools in which English was used as a medium of instruction. He said that his first 
language is Portuguese, and English was a language he learned and used in schools with 
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friends and teachers. He uses Korean primarily with his family members and Korean 
friends. He has been exposed to a variety of cultures as he spent his childhood and 
adolescent years in Brazil attending international schools. He made friends from Brazil, 
as well as friends who are not Brazilian but attended the same school. He also had 
experiences working as an intern in Korea, which seems to have helped him observe 
Korean cultures and people, as well as working cultures in Korean international firms. 
He is studying in the College of Business, preparing himself for future professional 
careers in management, international business, and accounting. He completed a 
business writing course in Summer 2015 and volunteered for the interview.  
Charlotte, a senior in athletic training, is from Japan. She is ethnically part 
Belgian and part Japanese. She grew up moving from place to place due to her father’s 
profession. She spent some time as a child in Malaysia, Germany, and Belgium, and 
moved to Japan. She spent most of her adolescent years in Japan attending 
international schools in which English was used as a medium of instruction. She said that 
her first language is Japanese and that she learned English through schooling and friends 
in the same school. She is studying athletic training as her major and wishes to seek a 
career in athletic training for professional sports teams in Europe. She said that she 
would like to use her ethnic background to develop strategies using Eastern and 
Western medicine to help professional athletes in Europe.  
Tom, a junior in flight technology, is originally from Hong Kong. He grew up in 
Hong Kong, but moved to the US alone when he started his high school education. He 
mentioned that when he moved to the US for the first time, he was one of the few Asian 
62 
 
students in his school. He said that the environment in which he spent his high school 
years in the US made him learn and use English more as he did not have any other 
options but to interact with friends and teachers in English. He said that his first 
language is Cantonese Chinese, and he speaks Mandarin Chinese as well. He learned 
and used English in Hong Kong, but started to actually use it to work and interact with 
people in the US. He is studying and being trained as a pilot and flight instructor and is 
planning to seek a career with US or international airlines in Hong Kong.  
L1 students 
Although there were nine L1 interviewees, the majority of the data is 
representative of five interviewees who had more experiences in interacting or 
collaborating with L2 students. Kevin, who is a senior in aerospace engineering, 
mentioned that he had many experiences working with L2 students and scholars 
through engineering projects he participated in. He is a Caucasian male. He lived in 
Hawaii when he was very young for a short period of time and has been to Uganda for 
an engineering project. He has helped his friend who is from China with her homework 
that involved speech or written assignments. He has worked with a variety of L2 
students in engineering courses and computer science courses. He plans to continue in 
aerospace engineering to become a researcher or technical engineer in the field after 
graduation. He took a technical writing course in Summer 2015.  
John, a Caucasian male, who is a junior in aeronautical engineering, had 
previously taken many engineering courses in which he participated in collaborative 
projects with L2 students. He had never been to other countries, but he mentioned that 
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he would want to experience other cultures if opportunities allow. He plans to pursue 
graduate studies or get a job in engineering. He also expressed interest in business 
management that is involved in aeronautical engineering. He took a business writing 
course in Spring 2015.  
Nicole, a Caucasian female, is a junior in biology and in ROTC (Reserve Officers’ 
Training Corps) and had experience in working with L2 students in laboratory settings. 
She had been in a position where she had to instruct or give directions to her group 
members who were sometimes L2 students and also has been a member of a group 
with L2 students. She has never been outside the country, but she mentioned that it is 
possible that she will go abroad due to her deployment in the future. She plans to 
continue studying biology and pursue graduate studies. She took a business writing 
course in Summer 2015. 
Mona is a junior in electrical engineering technology and plans to pursue 
graduate studies in the same field. She is an Egyptian-American and communicates with 
her family in Arabic. She mentioned that her family speaks English but that the way they 
speak English resembles the way they communicate in Arabic. She had previously had 
an L2 student from China as a roommate, and often worked with L2 students in a 
laboratory setting or dining court where she has worked as a staff member in a kitchen. 
She took a technical writing course in Summer 2015.  
Paul, an African-American male, is a junior in electrical engineering technology. 
He plans to seek employment opportunities in the engineering industry or pursue 
graduate studies. He has a Jamaican father and a British mother. He had worked with L2 
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students in various engineering group projects and has also socialized with L2 students 
from China in non-classroom settings. He took a technical writing course in Summer 
2015.  
Self-reflective essays 
Self-reflective essays were collected from a business writing course in Spring 
2015 and Summer 2015 in which the researcher of this study was the instructor. 
Students in this class were assigned to write self-reflective essays about a variety of 
topics related to intercultural communication as a part of their coursework. There were 
both L1 and L2 students in each class. Students were prompted to write about their 
experiences in interacting and collaborating with L1 or L2 students in collaborative 
projects, including the business writing course. They were also instructed to write their 
reflections on the collaborative project they worked on in this class.  
The purpose of collecting students’ self-reflective essays was to explore ways 
students tell their stories about collaborative projects, what kinds of attitudes and 
feelings they have towards L1 or L2 student groups, and how they negotiated cultural 
and linguistic differences. Through analyzing students’ own narratives, the researcher 
was able to observe detailed contextual information and situational factors in various 
communicative situations. Narrative inquiry has allowed me to explore how participants 
view their social world in their own ways and look into their perceptions towards 
communities, language, and culture. Narrative inquiry tends to adopt a holistic view of 
participants’ experience and considers stories as “a rich data source with a focus on the 
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concrete particularities of life that create powerful narrative tellings” (Connelly & 
Clandinin, 1990, p. 5).   
Data Analysis 
All three types of data were compiled for analysis. The survey was closed at the 
end of Summer 2015, and the responses were collected. The interviews were 
transcribed and analyzed thematically. Self-reflective essays were also compiled and 
analyzed based on the themes that emerged. As the focus of the study was centered 
around students’ perceptions and understanding of interactions and collaboration 
between L1 and L2 students, the data was categorized under the themes that emerged 
in the process of analysis. 
As L2 students’ motivation and their self-identified language needs in L1 
dominant professional writing courses were a key focus of the study, based on the 
results of the survey questions, interview transcripts, and self-reflective essays, the 
researcher generated the themes, such as L2 students’ motivations, L2 students’ self-
identified language needs, L1 students’ perceived communication issues with L2 
students in collaborative activities, perceived cultural differences, experiences in 
collaborative writing, and “native level” concerns in professional collaborations. Each 
theme included sub-themes that were created based on all three types of data. L2 
students’ motivations included themes such as reasons to take professional writing 
courses, career goals after graduation, expected use of English after graduation, and 
current use of English on a daily basis. L2 students’ self-identified language needs 
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included anxiety level in interacting with L1 students, most needed support, and factors 
L2 students identified in relation to anxiety level.  
The survey, interview transcripts, and reflective essays have been thematically 
coded by the researcher. The researcher made notes such as “motivation”, “goals”, 
“perceived needs”, “anxiety”, “culture”, “collaborative writing”, “NS-NNS”, and 
“challenges” on the data. These terms were recurring themes throughout the data, 
which played a central role in creating the main themes. The main themes and sub-
themes are presented in Table 1.   The themes from Crosling and Ward (2002)’s study 




Table 1. Table of Themes. 
Main Themes Sub-themes 
L2 Students’ Motivations 
 
Reasons for taking professional writing 
courses 
 
Career goals after graduation 
 
Expected use of English after graduation 
Current use of English on a daily basis 
 
L2 Students’ Self-Identified 
Language Needs in Interactions  
 
Anxiety level in interacting with L1 students 
 
Most needed support 
 
Factors L2 students identified in relation to 
anxiety level 
 
L1 Students’ Perceived 
Communication Issues with L2 
students in Collaborative Activities 
 
Understanding divided roles and 
responsibilities 
 




Perceived anxiety of L1 speakers in 
interacting with L2 students 
 
Perceived Cultural Differences  
 
Modesty or arrogance 
 
Ways to explain and solve problems 
 
Literal interpretation and double meanings 
 
Experiences with Collaborative 
Writing in Professional Writing 
Courses 
 
Challenges perceived by L2 students  
 
Challenges perceived by L1 students 
 







The interviews and self-reflective essays included both L1 and L2 students as 
participants. Based on the data, the researcher thematically organized the contents of 
interview transcripts and self-reflective essays. Some descriptive responses from the 
survey were also used to generate themes. The themes are L1 students’ perceived 
communication issues with L2 students in collaborative activities, perceived cultural 
differences, experiences with collaborative writing, and “native-level” concerns in 
professional collaborations. Each theme was divided into sub-themes. L1 students’ 
perceived communication issues with L2 students in collaborative activities included 
understanding divided roles and responsibilities, giving directions or instructions, and 
perceived anxiety of L1 speakers in interacting with L2 students. These themes were 
created based on L1 student interviews and their self-reflective essays. As L1 students 
talked about a variety of communication issues regarding their experiences working 
with L2 students in collaborative settings, the researcher was able to create themes 
around the communication issues that L1 students shared during the interview and in 
their self-reflective essays.  
Perceived cultural differences included modesty or arrogance, ways to explain 
and solve problems, literal interpretation, and double meanings. These themes emerged 
as there were some common communication issues L1 students experienced in 
collaborating with L2 students. Experiences with collaborative writing compared L1 and 
L2 students’ reflections on the collaborative writing in terms of communication issues or 
how they negotiated different responsibilities in order to brainstorm, draft, revise, and 
edit a document together. “Native-level” concerns in professional collaborations 
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presented L1 and L2 students’ perspectives as to whether a “native-level” of English 
proficiency is needed in professional collaborations. As many descriptive responses from 
the survey revealed that L2 students’ main concern in collaborative projects was that 
they do not feel confident interacting or collaborating with L1 students because they are 
not “native speakers”, L1 students’ views on “native-level” concerns were also 
presented.  
Although thematic analyses potentially lack theoretical or conceptual bases, or 
can be criticized for their tendency to rely on “repeated instances”, they tend to be 
sensitive to the contextual and situational factors that affect the communicative events 
target demographic experiences in particular situations (Pavlenko, 2007). Thematic 
analyses allow one to attend to details of communicative situations, target learners’ 
interests, motivation, and learning process and future plans in relation to language use 
(Pavlenko, 2007, p. 166).   
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CHAPTER 3. RESULTS 
Descriptions of Themes and Data Organization 
The present study utilized a survey of L2 students in L1-dominant professional 
writing courses, and interviews with L1 and L2 students, and reflection essays written by 
L1 and L2 students.  The results are presented based on the following themes: L2 
students’ motivation, L2 students’ self-identified language needs in interactions, L1 
students’ perceived communication issues with L2 students in collaborative activities, 
perceived cultural differences, experiences in collaborative writing, and “native-level” 
concerns in professional collaborations.   
With regard to L2 students’ motivation, information about the target 
demographic is provided. The target L2 students in this study are second language 
learners of English who are upper-level university students who have taken professional 
writing courses in an L1-dominant environment. Reasons for taking mainstream 
professional writing courses, career goals after graduation, and expected use of English 
after graduation, current use of English on a daily basis are reported in the form of 
survey results and interview data in order to better understand the target L2 students’ 
motivation, aspirations, and investment in language learning. L2 students’ self-identified 
language needs in interactions include anxiety level in interacting with L1 students, most
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needed area of support, and factors L2 students identified in relation to anxiety level. 
With regard to L1 students’ perceived communication issues with L2 students in 
collaborative activities, understanding responsibilities and duties, giving directions, and 
anxiety in interacting with L2 students are reported.  Perceived cultural differences 
include “modesty or arrogance”, “ways to explain and solve problems”, and “literal 
interpretation and double meanings.” experience with collaborative writing focuses on 
subjects’ experiences writing together, and challenges they experienced. “Native-level” 
concerns are explored both from L1 and L2 students’ perspectives in professional 
settings.  
L2 Students’ Motivation 
In this section, I provide specific descriptions of the target L2 student 
demographics. L2 students in upper-level professional writing classes seem to be 
motivated by a variety of reasons to take professional writing courses that are in L1-
dominant environments. Through a survey questionnaire and interviews, I explored why 
they decided to take professional writing courses, their future career plans after 
graduation, their daily usage of English, and their overall perceptions of the 
collaborative projects and group work with L1 students.  
Reasons for taking professional writing courses 
Students ranked the reasons in the survey from most important to least 
important. In this question, students were asked to rank six reasons.  The prompt was 
“What is the most important reason to take professional writing courses? Rank the 
following reasons.” The results revealed that their most important reason for taking  
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professional writing classes where L1 students are dominant was to “improve advanced-
level writing proficiency in general (1.9)” As shown in Figure 3, as a top reason.  Each 
value shown in the figure indicates the mean of the rank; thus, the lower the value, the 
higher students ranked the item. As can be seen in Figure 3, the second most important 
reason was “to learn about how to write job application documents (2.33)” which shows 
that job application documents are considered one of the most important elements of 
writing students might want to learn about in order to better prepare their cover letters, 
letters of application, resumes, and other additional materials they need to apply for 
various positions. The third most important reason was “it was a requirement to 
graduate (2.85).” Many students need to meet the requirements to take advanced 
writing courses other than freshmen writing courses, which might have contributed to 
their choice of this answer as one of the most important reasons. The fourth most 
important reason was “to practice interacting with English-speaking students and 
instructors (4.13)” followed by “to learn about team work/interpersonal skills (4.78)” 
which ranked as the fifth most important reason. Considering interactional skills are 
ranked as the fourth and fifth reasons, students might not expect to learn these skills as 
much upon taking professional writing courses. The sixth reason was “my academic 
advisor recommended to take this class (5.03).” The numbers indicated next to the bars 
above are mean numbers for each rank. The lowest number means it was ranked as the 




Figure 3. L2 students’ most important reason to take professional writing courses. 
As indicated by the rankings, many L2 students in professional writing courses generally 
seem to be motivated to enhance their advanced-level writing skills and prepare for job 
applications. Although there were quite a few students who indicated that their reason 
was “because it was a requirement to graduate”, the majority of L2 students seem to 
want to take professional writing courses to learn advanced-level writing in order to 
increase their employability and improve their proficiency in professional writing. 
Interactional skills such ranked fourth and fifth seem to be less important reasons for 
taking professional writing courses. This indicates that L2 students might prefer to learn 
individual writing to collaborative writing. They seem to be highly motivated to improve 
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Career goals after graduation 
Students were asked to indicate what they plan to do after graduation in the 
survey in order to understand their motivation. 35% of the students wanted to pursue 
graduate degrees in mathematics, business administration, aviation management, 
medicine, mathematical finance or research assistants or teaching assistants in graduate 
schools. 26% of the students wanted to find employment opportunities in the US, and 
another 26% wanted to find employment opportunities in international companies 
regardless of location. 13% of the students wanted to work in English-speaking countries. 
There was a 0 response for both “finding employment opportunities in international 
companies in home countries” and “finding employment opportunities in non-
international companies in home countries.” Figure 4 shows that all participants in the 
survey indicated that they would like to work in the US or other English-speaking 
countries, and some of them responded that they would like to work in international 
companies regardless of location. As indicated in Figure 4, many participants seem to 
want to pursue advanced degrees after graduation. It appears that L2 students in 
professional writing courses want to continue working or studying in international 
settings in which they might be able to utilize and further their English language abilities 




Figure 4. L2 students’ plans after graduation. 
It is possible that L2 students’ career goals after graduation might be their initial 
motivation to take mainstream professional writing courses. Their future plans indicate 
that they may be more willing to learn in an environment where L1 students are 
dominant and more culturally geared towards North American professional settings. L2 
students’ desire to be a part of professional communities might influence how they 
perceive themselves as future professionals.  
The interview data showed more specific career plans and desired workplaces L2 
students have for their future. Lucas, a junior in business management of Korean 
heritage who had lived in Brazil for an extended period of time and was educated in an 
international school, shared his expected career plans. Lucas speaks Portuguese as his 
first language and English and Korean as additional languages he learned from schooling 
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Me: Where do you see yourself in five years? 
Lucas: First of all, it depends on where I want to get work. You know. My parents 
still live in Brazil, mom’s side of the family is in Korea and I have no family in the 
US. So I really don’t know where I will end up going, to get a job, safe job, US is 
better, but I really love Seoul. I love the city. But that really depends. Okay. I 
actually see myself back in South Korea. Even if I get a job here, I don’t plan on 
living here. It would be just for experience.  
Me: Can I ask why? 
Lucas: Yeah I feel like – I might be wrong on this, but if you get an experience 
here in the US, it’s gonna be really valuable in South Korea, even in Brazil. I feel 
like I will get a better chance of getting a job there if I do that. If I start in South 
Korea, it’s gonna be hard for me because I have to start from the bottom to work 
my way up because there is so much competition there. Really hard for anyone 
to rank up. So yeah but in case I would get a job here in the US, I would definitely 
go back to South Korea… maybe less than five years.  
 
Lucas seems to eventually want to go back to South Korea. In order to do so, he seems 
to feel that it is necessary to gain work experience in the US as it might give him 
incentives or allow him to become a more competitive applicant in South Korea. 
However, he also mentioned that he wants to work in international companies in which 
English is a medium of communication, if possible, as he sees himself more culturally 
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and linguistically suited for English-speaking environments. This also seems to come 
from his experience working as an intern in an international institution in Korea.  
Me: How do you imagine yourself working in Korea? How do you imagine your 
life there? 
Lucas: I imagine my life, obviously I’m gonna be working a lot, you know. And but  
if I work there , I’ll be doing some accounting job in South Korea. I did an 
internship there, it was an international institution. I really loved working there. 
We had this half and half culture, half internationals and half Koreans. And even 
though they work really hard, they all like play really hard. I really like that. I 
don’t know how much. 100% Korean culture is different, from that company, if it 
is similar to that then I would say I wouldn’t really have a problem with that.  
Me: Would you prefer to work in an international company in Korea where you 
can work with international people and some Koreans? 
Lucas: Yeah that would be ideal. 
Me: You would like to speak English with them?  
Lucas: Yeah English would be ideal.  
Lucas seems to feel more comfortable working in an international setting. Having grown 
up in an international setting in which he has interacted with multilingual groups of 
students primarily in English, he seems to prefer to be in the similar environment where 
he can work with people from multilingual and multicultural backgrounds and use 
English as a medium of communication. He also mentioned that it would be “ideal” to 
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work in a more globalized environment, which suggests that he acknowledges that it 
might not always be possible to work in such environments in Korea.  
Charlotte, a senior in health and human sciences who is half Japanese and half 
Belgian, grew up in Japan and who was educated in an international school setting, 
shared her career plans. She indicated that her first language is Japanese and that she 
learned English through attending international schools in Japan.  
Me: What is a general career path you wish to take? Or what would you like to 
do for your career?  
Charlotte: I would want to work as a physiotherapist in Europe. Since, I am half 
Japanese, half Belgian I wanted to incorporate Eastern and Western Medicine. 
Therefore I am going to school in Europe this coming October to further my 
studies. I would like to end up with a professional football team in Europe and 
support the athletes there. 
Me: You are going for a Master's degree in the fall then?   
Charlotte: I wanted to but, physiotherapy school is different in that you need to 
be registered in Europe before you move on to Masters so, I need to take three 
courses before I could apply to Masters. Each country has its own rules with 
medical professionals. But I need to learn German anyways so this extra time 




Charlotte, with her unique racial and ethnic background, would like to pursue a 
graduate degree in Europe and seems to want to seek employment opportunities there 
as well. She also recognizes that she might have to learn another language in order to 
increase employability. It seems that she is highly motivated to work in Europe, possibly 
because she perceives Europe as more desirable place to work with professional 
football players. Her ethnic background might also have to do with her motivation as 
she is part-Belgian.  
Tom, a junior in aviation technology from Hong Kong, who has lived in the US 
since he was a high school student, shared his unique career plans. 
Me: Where do you see yourself in five years? 
Tom: That’s a good question. Because we have many options so far. Since 
everyone is hiring around the world, if the economy is not crashing in anytime 
soon, it’s growing like crazy. I would like to get more hours, and then we move 
on to an airline. To get more hours, we have to instruct. Work as a flight 
instructor down at the airport, for our incoming students, or after graduate 
somewhere else in the country. And after doing that, I’ll see if I can learn more 
from other places, more new things, get to see around more. Or if that doesn’t 
work out, I would be working in Hong Kong, an airline, because we have alumni 
everywhere around the world.  So if the flight instructor doesn’t work out, I see 
myself in that company.  
Tom, as a flight technology student, has somewhat narrower career options than other 
students might have. However, as the industry demands more pilots, he seems to feel 
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positive about employment possibilities in the US or in Hong Kong. It is interesting to 
note that he seems to perceive his professional communities as global communities who 
might be everywhere around the world, which will possibly enable him to connect with 
them through his profession. Airlines and aviation industries typically adopt English as a 
main medium of communication and instruction, which further explains Tom’s 
motivation in advancing his skills in speaking and writing, as well as his expertise in 
international settings.  
L2 students’ future plans seem to be closely associated with their expected use 
of English after graduation. As shown from the interview with Lucas, some students 
might want to be in an environment in which they can use both native language and a 
second language, and some students, like Tom, might expect to use English only in a 
professional setting. This is explored further in the next section.  
Expected use of English after graduation 
Students’ expected use of English after graduation has been explored. 65% of 
the participants indicated in the survey that they expect to use English mostly, and 23% 
of the participants chose the answer “I think I will use English half, my native language 
(or other languages) half.”  10% of the participants responded that it will depend on the 
career they pursue, and 3% responded they will use English only. There was 0% 




Figure 5. L2 students’ expected use of English after graduation. 
The students’ descriptive responses to this survey question revealed that their expected 
use of English in their career may be more extensive than their English use on campus, 
specifically at workplaces. Some students indicated that they would like to use English at 
workplaces and use their native language with their friends and families.  The 65% of the 
students who expect to use “English mostly” wrote their reasons in descriptive text 
boxes. Their general perceptions of English and their expected use of English after 
graduation seem to show their understanding of English as a “working language.” It 
appears that students associate English with work, career, and as a professional 
language to use mainly at workplaces.  
“I am going to have a full-time position in US” 
“I want to find a job here in US”  
“I want to do international business so English would be so important to me” 
“I want to work in a company where English is mostly spoken” 
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“The standard language for aviation is English” 
“I want to work in international company” 
“I will be pursuing a career in the US” 
“As a doctor, you must interact with patients” 
“I am trying to work in U.S in my future” 
“I am planning to go to an international organization or go to graduate school 
that is not in my home country after graduation, I will be pursing Master studies 
still in U.S” 
 “English is working language” 
 
Most of the students who responded that they expect to use English mostly after 
graduation indicated in their descriptive responses that they will be working in an 
English speaking country, and some of them mentioned they will be working for 
international companies.  23% of the students who chose “I think I will use English half, 
my native language (or other languages) half” shared the following descriptive 
responses.  
 “My plan is to work in a English-speaking company, however I wish I could speak 
my   native language at home”  
“I will pursue graduate studies and find internship, so I will use more English than 
now. However, I will have friends from the same country with me, and I need to 
speak my native language every day” 
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This shows that some students want to value the nature of their status as an 
international employee. There might be a social network they form in English or in their 
home language, and they would like to maintain their home language as a primary 
language used at home with their families and friends. 
Current use of English on a daily basis 
Students’ daily use of English in interaction with other people has been explored. 
Their current daily use of English versus their native language on campus shows how 
much they use English on a daily basis. 48% of the participants responded that they use 
English 50% and their native language 50% on a daily basis. 26% responded that they 
use English 80% and their native language 20%, and 16% of the participants responded 
that they use English 100% every day. 10% responded that they use English 20% and 
their native language 80%. There was 0% response for “I barely use English every day. I 
mostly use English for reading or writing for class.” 
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I use English 50% and my native language (or
other languages) 50% everyday
I use English 100% everyday. I don’t use any 
other languages 
I use English 20% and use my native
language (or other languages) 80% everyday
I barely use English everyday. I mostly use
English for reading or writing for class
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Their current use of English on campus might show how much they interact with 
others in English or their native language or other languages. This might have to do with 
the social networks they have formed or academic networks they are involved in on 
campus. Most of the students seem to use both English and their native language in one 
way or another. They seem to maintain their first language while furthering their English 
abilities on campus. Some of them might want to balance social networks between L1 
and L2 communities. It can be seen that their desired communities use L2 (English) and 
their motivation might be higher than that of the students who are planning to go back 
to their home countries or planning to work at a place that heavily depends on their first 
language. Most L2 students may shuttle between L1 communities and L2 communities 
and maintain their “peripheral” status throughout their life on campus in North 
American contexts (Canagarajah, 2002, 2006); however, the degree to which they spend 
time with either L1 or L2 communities seems to be different.  
L2 Students’ Self-Identified Language Needs in Interactions 
Under this theme, I organized the results based on how L2 students identified 
factors that contribute to their anxiety in interacting with American students while 
engaging in collaborative projects. First, L2 students’ perceived anxiety level was 
explored. Second, L2 students’ self-identified skill areas that might contribute to the 
anxiety level in interacting with L1 students were investigated. Third, L2 students also 




Anxiety level in interacting with L1 students 
Students were asked to respond about how they generally feel about interacting 
with L1 students when engaging in collaborative work. 48% of the participants 
responded that they feel fairly confident, and 30% responded they feel highly confident 
when interacting with L1 students. 12% chose “a little bit anxious” and 9% responded 
that they are “very anxious.”  
 
Figure 7. L2 students’ perceived anxiety level in interacting with L1 students. 
Students who chose “fairly confident” (48%) shared their perceptions towards 
their own language abilities. Some students said that they feel confident because they 
have high TOEFL scores. One of the students wrote, “My writing and speaking score 
were very high in TOEFL test” in her descriptive response. It seems that scores on 
English proficiency tests like TOEFL give them feelings of legitimacy in performing in 
English. Although TOEFL scores might not necessarily align with ways students perform 
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Some students expressed concerns in interacting with L1 students specifically with 
regard to their speaking and listening abilities. Although they may feel “fairly confident,” 
it seems that they still feel worried about conveying and understanding messages during 
conversations. While it might be common that an issue of accent or listening 
comprehension can be a source of miscommunication in interactions, some 
conversational strategies might be helpful in order to better engage in a dialogue and 
maintain the flow of conversations.  
“It’s hard for them to understand my accent” 
“For the most time I can freely talk to them, but sometimes I cannot get their 
words” 
“Most of American students are very nice, and they do not mind that I speak 
slowly” 
Some student mentioned that this has to do with his or her personality, and some 
students seemed to think that American students usually talk more when doing group 
work, which might indicate that L2 students are not familiar with the way group 
discussion is conducted in terms of taking turns, expressing agreement or disagreement, 
and providing input to the topic of discussion.   
“American students have a lot to talk about” 
“Shy International student. I am not that confident for that course” 
The students who responded that they are “a little bit anxious” (12%) mentioned 




 “I was quiet because of language barrier” 
“Pronunciation” 
“Less international student” 
“I was not speak very well English so that did not want to talk in front of all 
classmates” 
As it can be seen above, many students seem to attribute their anxiety to their speaking 
abilities. Students did not speak, or were concerned about how their English sounds. 
They also mentioned that they felt anxious since there were not many international 
students who might share a similar background. Working with L1 dominant groups can 
create a certain level of anxiety as students might be unsure of how they sound, 
whether their messages are delivered to the L1 audience, or how they might be able to 
contribute to the group work.  Students who chose “very anxious” (9%) as their answer 
shared the following responses.  
“I did not know their purpose” 
“I don’t know how to express what I think in English in a native way” 
“The instructor gave grades really strictly” 
Much anxiety seems to come from how they perceive their own version of English as 
non-native English, or how they perceive group work. Grades may also have to do with 
students’ anxiety as they might feel that their own abilities in interacting are already 
limited compared to L1 students as they are native speakers of English.  
Students were also asked to respond about how they feel in interacting with L1 
students after finishing the course. 39% responded that they feel more comfortable, but 
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think that their interactive skills might still need to be improved. 32% of the students 
responded they feel definitely more comfortable. 23% students chose “I am not really 
sure”, and 6% chose “not so much, I do not feel comfortable interacting with American 
students.” 
 
Figure 8. L2 students perceived anxiety level in interacting with L1 students after 
completing the course. 
 
Many students in the survey responded positively to this question, although there were 
some students who might still feel anxious when interacting with L1 students in group 
work. For those students who responded that they feel more comfortable but feel that 
they might need more interactive skills (39%) shared the following descriptive responses.  
“I need more experience with American students so that I can interactive with 
them better” 
“My speaking ability still need to be improved” 
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Many students seem to feel more comfortable interacting with L1 students after 
finishing the course, although they seem to think that they need to improve their 
speaking proficiency in order to interact better with L1 students. Generally they seem to 
see themselves as a source of anxiety in interacting with L1 students. Students who 
chose “I am not really sure” (23%) sometimes regarded their personality as a factor that 
might continue their level of anxiety.  
“I am still rather shy and introverted at times” 
“I am awkward” 
Although many of them indicated that they feel more confident, descriptive responses 
show that sometimes they might feel like their personality has something to do with it, 
or group work in general might create an uncomfortable situation. 
Most needed support 
Students also identified the kind of support they wish to have more of in order to 
successfully carry out all the tasks in class. Students were allowed to choose more than 
one type of support they would like to have more. “Support” in this survey question 
generally meant any kinds of help or support that may include any assistance students 




Figure 9. More support L2 students wish to have.  
53% of the participants responded that they would want more support from L1 students 
in discussion and collaboration. Their descriptive responses showed a variety of reasons 
why they might want more support from L1 students. Some students seem to want to 
learn a more “American way” of writing or speaking through interacting with L1 
students, and generally are positive about learning from each other.  
“I could learn how to write in an American way”  
“It would be nice to have American student pair up with international student to 
collaborate and get better result” 
Although L2 students welcome the idea that they can learn from collaborating with L1 
students, they also seem anxious about interacting with L1 students.  
  “Americans do not seem voluntary to talk to you” 
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Some students expressed concerns about talking with L1 students they perceived that 
they could not approach L1 students first, or there are perceived gaps in cultural 
knowledge between L1 and L2 students.  38% of the participants seem to want more 
support from the instructor with writing, or in every part of the class (38%). 19% 
responded that they would like more help from the instructor in group discussion and 
collaboration. 16% said that they want more assistance in using technologies.  
Factors L2 students identified in relation to anxiety level 
Students were asked to rank different reasons that might contribute to the level 
of anxiety in interacting with L1 students. The prompt was “What seems to contribute to 
the level of anxiety when interacting with L1 speakers of English? Rank the following 
factors.” The first most important reason was their perceived “speaking abilities (2.75)”, 
followed by “listening abilities (3.00)” and “cultural differences, cultural knowledge 
(3.00).”  “Self-anxiety (4.09)” ranked as the third reason and “course contents and topics 
(4.44)” was ranked as the fourth reason. The fifth and sixth reasons were “little support 
from American students (4.72)” and “little support from instructors (6.00).” The 
numbers indicated next to the bars in the figure below are mean numbers for each rank. 
The lowest number means it was ranked as the highest. “1” is the highest ranking, and 




Figure 10. L2 students’ perceived needs ranked.  
 “Speaking abilities” was ranked as the biggest factor that might affect the way they 
perceive themselves in interacting with L1 students. It appears that L2 students are 
most concerned about their speaking abilities, which might include pronunciation, 
sentence-level issues, vocabulary, rate of speech, etc. as also explored in the question 
that asked about their anxiety level (Figure 8). While there seem to be a few different 
challenges that L2 students experience, they generally seem to believe that a ”native 
speaker level” of English will enable them to converse better with L1 students. Some of 
their descriptive responses showed different kinds of challenges they feel.  
“I am not a native speaker” 
“My vocab variety is not that wide” 
It is possible that L1 dominant environments could create an intimidating situation in 
which L2 students feel pressured to perform like L1 students in spoken English. This 
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Charlotte, an L2 student in the interview expressed somewhat negative attitudes 
towards L1 student groups based on her experience in collaborating with L1 students.  
Charlotte: That is a difficult issue because, there is sometimes a language barrier. 
But being understanding, like think about yourself going to another country to 
study in a non-native language is important. I feel that American students need 
to understand that English is not the only language in the world, and the fact 
that they are trying to learn the language you speak should be something they 
should be thankful about and not be angered by the fact that they don't have 
the right accent or grammar when speaking or writing. 
Me: Do you have experience related to that issue? 
Charlotte: Yes, well my English is fine. But I saw other groups struggling, and I felt 
how disappointed the international students looked when their opinions or 
suggestions were not incorporated just because she said it a little wrong. 
She seemed a bit hesitant sharing her own experience as she is a highly competent 
English speaker, but it can be said that she is sympathizing with international students 
she was able to observe. While this is a case for some students, other students in the 
survey shared somewhat different perceptions in collaborating with L1 students.  
“Everyone wants to be nice and give very superficial response” 





To some students, engaging in conversations with L1 students does not seem to 
challenge them in a way that they can be more critical about themselves. L1 student 
response might feel superficial at times because they are simply trying to be nice to L2 
students and sensitive to their feelings.  
“Listening abilities” and “cultural differences, cultural knowledge” have both 
been ranked as the second greatest factor that contributes to anxiety level in interacting 
with L1 students. These two factors might be correlated in the sense that something L2 
students who have difficulties understanding might have to do with cultural knowledge 
that is unfamiliar to L2 students. This shows that when interacting with L1 students in 
collaborative projects, it is possible that L2 students might struggle to understand what 
is being discussed, from the brainstorming stage to the end of the project. Collaborative 
project management or writing tend to rely on efficient communication among 
members, effective use of brainstorming time, negotiation of ideas, expressing 
agreement or disagreement, confirmation of ideas, collaborative decision making, giving 
directions and instructions, initiating conversations, and understanding and empathizing 
how members might feel or checking whether they are on the same page on the project.  
The result seems to confirm that “listening” remains challenging among L2 students 
when interacting with L1 students in collaborative settings. In the next section, I report 
on communication issues or difficulties perceived by L1 students when interacting with 
L2 students in collaborative activities.  
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L1 Students’ Perceived Communication Issues with L2 Students in Collaborative 
Activities 
L1 students in professional writing courses were asked to participate in 
interviews to share their experiences working with L2 students in group projects. 
Students were asked to identify any communication issues involved in collaborating 
with L2 students in professional writing courses or other professional collaboration 
settings such as laboratories, workplaces, course projects, etc. This section will provide a 
comprehensive picture of how L1 students form perceptions of L2 students in various 
settings and social scenes on campus. All participants and their acquaintances and 
friends were given pseudonyms.  
Understanding divided roles and responsibilities 
In their interviews, L1 students often said that when assigning roles or dividing 
responsibilities, miscommunication took place at times possibly because L2 students did 
not understand what they were supposed to do for their parts. Their stories revealed 
that some L2 students did not seem to realize what they were supposed to do, and 
ended up doing different parts or tasks. Although the stories come from L1 students, 
and it is possible that their stories can be prejudiced due to existing stereotypes of non-
native speakers of English, their stories provide insights into what parts they perceive as 
difficult to communicate to L2 students and how this might affect the overall success of 
collaborative projects or work itself.  In order to understand what roles or 
responsibilities one needs to have, there needs to be an understanding of contexts, 
ideas being discussed, and relationships between group members. In the process of 
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negotiating these roles or responsibilities, a high level of precision in listening abilities 
may be necessary in order to effectively accomplish shared goals in a group project. If 
either L1 or L2 students do not succeed in understanding what their roles or 
responsibilities are, overall team effectiveness cannot be achieved.  
Nicole, a junior majoring in biology, shared her stories about a laboratory project 
in her interview. Her experience in communicating lab activities that involve procedures, 
steps, and handling certain chemicals and equipment reflects challenges that both L1 
and L2 students go through in order to complete certain duties as well as how 
miscommunication might lower work efficiency. 
Me: How do you work together in the lab? Is there a leader in each lab? 
Nicole: Yeah I mean usually someone will take the role like assigning what each 
person to do and I think that’s more difficult to make sure that they are doing 
that part. Not like, for instance, we did the same thing when we were supposed 
to be doing separate things. Like the lab will go more quickly if we don’t 
accidently end up doing the same thing.  
Me: Because there was a miscommunication?   
Nicole: Right.  
Me: Does it get better or is that an ongoing problem?  
Nicole: More like an ongoing….I guess you will have to work hard to make sure 
other people understand what you are trying to say.  Probably just being clear 
and direct and making sure that they understand what I’m trying to convey.  
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It seems that communicating complex information in a laboratory setting seems to be a 
challenge for both Nicole and her peers who are L2 students, and Nicole seems to 
perceive this issue as a continuing issue, rather than something that gets better as time 
progresses. This is probably due to the level of complexity of language involved in lab 
work or difficulties in explaining in a way that L2 students can understand the 
procedures involved in experiments. Nicole also seems to have developed her own 
strategies to explain steps or procedures involved in -lab work. Being “clear and direct” 
seems like a strategy that she has been using or trying to use in order to communicate 
better with L2 students.  Efficiency of communication might affect the overall work 
efficiency in a laboratory setting and small communication errors or miscommunication 
can slow down the work in completing important tasks. In a lab setting, all 
communication needs to be accurately conveyed so that the outcomes they expect are 
correct. The lab environment might not be tolerant towards small mistakes; therefore, 
communicative efficiency becomes an important element that affects successful 
collaboration. As laboratories become more multilingual in higher education settings, 
the type of miscommunication mentioned above in the interview can happen in any lab. 
Misunderstanding roles and responsibilities in the process of assigning each person to 
do something could cause frustration, incorrect results, and time delays, and will 
potentially yield negative attitudes or perceptions towards one another by giving each 
other impressions that communication can slow them down in the process of carrying 
out the tasks involved in lab work.  
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In-depth analysis of what kinds of communicative tasks are involved in a 
laboratory might be necessary as laboratories are becoming more multinational and 
multilingual. The way things are explained and instructed can also be further examined 
as it is crucial in delivering information to the target audience. The awareness of 
audience as a multilingual group might be beneficial to both L1 and L2 students in order 
to communicate with each other better.  In addition, L2 students might be familiar with 
the course contents and scientific knowledge, but it is highly possible that they might be 
rather limited in their ability to conduct small conversations that are necessary and very 
much present in a laboratory.  Small conversations may involve exchanging ideas, 
confirming ideas, confirming roles, making decisions, and reporting information, which 
would be essential in conducting the necessary work associated with experiments.  
As another example, Amy, a senior in business management shared her 
experience working with L2 students in her self-reflective essay.  
Amy: There was a group project we needed to do in Entrepreneurship that 
included an international student in my group. He was very intelligent and we all 
knew that he would be a great asset to our group. Once we started working on 
the project, we found out that he didn’t say much, however he would do a lot of 
work. When we had group meetings in the library, we would all show up and 
start talking about our plan for the meeting as well as who was going to do what. 
Xu (the international student), would come into the room, sit down and start 
working on what he thought we all needed to do. He was a hard person to 
communicate with because we would tell him that he had a certain part of the 
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project, however he would end up doing a different part. I learned that being 
open and asking group members if everything is clear is very important. If I could 
work with Xu again, I would show him specifically which part he was going to do 
instead of just telling him. 
This example shows a similarity to Nicole’s experience in the laboratory, but situated in 
a group project for a business class. It seems that Xu did not clearly understand how the 
responsibilities had been divided or what roles he had been assigned. Amy seems to 
have been able to observe that Xu sometimes might need some assistance in 
comprehending information during group discussion or small conversations involved in 
the division of roles and responsibilities.  It is possible that Xu did not confirm what he 
was supposed to do as making other people repeat themselves multiple times might 
potentially differentiate him and isolate him in the conversation. While this can be 
common in a group project, it generally seems that L1 students might attribute the 
source of miscommunication to L2 students, rather than to themselves. Both L1 and L2 
students seem to have more awareness that they are in an intercultural communication 
setting. Amy mentioned that she learned to be more specific about giving information 
when talking to L2 students, which must be a negotiated strategy that she has 
developed as she continued to work with the L2 student for the group project. It seems 
that L2 students also need to actively negotiate their understanding in order to work 
together better. The source of miscommunication may not come from a single cause or 
a single group of people. Some conversational strategies might be helpful for both L1 
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and L2 students in order to engage in important discussion, as well as in small 
conversations involved in decision making processes.  
Eric, a Junior and business major, shared his experience brainstorming with L2 students 
for a group project.  
Eric: I have worked in group projects with people from different cultural 
backgrounds as well.  In my human resources class, we had a group project and 
there were two girls from China.  It definitely took more time and patience to 
effectively communicate with them as they sometimes did not understand what 
we were trying to do with our final group project.   
Eric seems to think that L2 students often do not comprehend, and it may slow down 
the process of group work. He mentioned that it took him more “time and patience”, 
which might mean that he feels that L2 students’ miscomprehension is the main cause 
of delays in communication. This might affect L1 students’ initial perceptions in 
interacting with L2 students. It seems that the burden of understanding is on the L2 
students, rather than L1 students. He seemed to think that the source of ineffective 
communication might be the L2 students’ limited ability to understand when L1 
students are discussing ideas for the project. While it is hard to say that this is an 
accurate description of typical interactions between L1 and L2 students, it is possible to 
observe that L1 students might form somewhat negative perceptions of L2 students due 




Giving directions or instructions 
In the previous section, instances of communicating roles and responsibilities in 
collaborative settings have been reported. In this section, I report examples in which L1 
students and L2 students communicate giving directions or instructions.  
Paul, a junior in electrical engineering technology, talked about his experience in 
negotiating miscommunication.   
Paul: we were doing MP3 module. We were talking codes and I asked him a 
question about it, and he told me to do the loop, the programming, it worked for 
him, but then when I did the loop, it… So he told me how to do that loop but 
when I tried it, it gave me the wrong results. And he gave me the loop that was 
on later portions, so I need a loop for this, and he was like oh I did this way, and 
maybe you can change it up, so pretty much that. So giving me the wrong loop. 
Me: is a ‘loop’ commonly used word? 
Paul: It is a commonly used word in programming, but there are so many 
different types of loop, so it can be confusing, it’s hard to explain, so you know 
that’s the miscommunication I experienced. I feel like he didn’t understand the 
help that I needed. He understands how to do it, he thought I needed help in 
later portions, so he gave me the wrong information.  
While this type of miscommunication might be common among L1-L2 students in a 
technical context, it sometimes seems relatively easy to resolve miscommunication as 
members of a particular experiment or technical procedures are familiar enough with 
the contexts and situations. When speakers are familiar with the context, it tends to 
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give them more contextual cues that can facilitate understanding meanings in 
interactions involved in the group project. However, it sometimes seems that accuracy 
in delivering important directions or information may be crucial in interactions in the lab 
as some miscommunication may interrupt the working process. As can be seen from the 
interview with Paul, he seems to have been able to negotiate miscommunication and 
understand how it happened. This negotiating process is needed in intercultural 
communication to be able to make sense of how miscommunication happened, why it 
happened, and how it can be solved. This can greatly help one to participate in 
collaborative projects with multilingual or multinational groups.  
Mona, another junior in electrical engineering technology, shared her experience 
interacting with L2 students at the dining court kitchen where she works as a part-time 
student employee.  
Mona: One time we were doing the sandwich station, we heat up the 
sandwiches and he would leave the oven open continually. And I would tell him 
repeatedly “you have to shut it” and it wouldn’t beep as a warning for him it was 
constantly open. It stayed open for at least 45 minutes. It’s supposed to be 
closed when not in use. I didn’t know if he didn’t understand me or if he was just 
pretending not to – I feel like he was just playing on “I don’t speak English” but I 
think he just didn’t want to?  It doesn’t take that much effort to close the oven. It 
was just constantly open.   
Me: Do you think it was just language or it was like personality?  
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Mona: I think he was trying to make it seem like language barrier but I think it 
was personality?  
Me: Do you think he wasn’t aware of the danger of leaving the oven open? 
Mona: I have no idea…   
Me: How did you solve that problem? 
Mona: I kept telling him you need to close it you need to close it but he didn’t so 
eventually one of the higher bosses came and said you have to close that thing.  
As indicated in the interview above, Mona seems to have been frustrated trying to 
communicate with an L2 student whom she had worked with at the dining court kitchen. 
It is hard to know what exactly caused the miscommunication in the case above, but it is 
not difficult to tell that Mona was not able to understand why or how L2 students did 
not listen to her. Mona is upset because her directions given to the L2 student was not 
well-received. She seems to think that the L2 student intentionally did not listen to her 
directions. This may create negative attitudes towards L2 students, which might lead 
Mona to believe that it is difficult to communicate important instructions to L2 students. 
The L2 student’s behavior in the case above might pose a potential danger in the kitchen 
and seems to require a better understanding in working in a multilingual context in 
order to communicate efficiently with each other and keep the space safe. There will 
need to be more close observational studies in what exactly is going on in the kitchen 
and how L1 and L2 students encounter miscommunication. Different types of 
miscommunication are present at any workplace, and both L1 and L2 speakers need to 
actively solve it to create -better collaborative spaces and enhance work efficiency. 
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Kevin, a senior in aerospace engineering, shared his experience working with L2 
students for an engineering project.   
Kevin : On my engineering project, there were few international students, um I 
think the leader of my sub-team I guess, we have a few different teams within 
the teams, the club is sort of big, we were supposed to design the actual biogas 
digester, and then there is another team for piping, you know, how to get the 
gas from there, to the kitchen, and then there is another team just for 
international education, you know, how do we make sure that the community 
knows, how to maintain it, and build more, if they want to, within my team, the 
leader of the team was from Malaysia, and there were a few times where he 
would assign roles that were sort of ambiguous what he sort of meant, um most 
of the time, he went into enough specificity that would not cause any problem. 
We generally knew what he exactly wanted us to do.  
Kevin had participated in a collaborative engineering project that involved international 
education, and the leader of his team was an L2 speaker. He mentioned that although 
directions given by his leader were at times “ambiguous”, it does not seem that it 
affected the overall efficiency of communication. Kevin had worked with other L2 
students in the past, and it seems that he focused more on the work and contextual 
information that could give him enough cues to effectively communicate with the leader. 
When working in a team for a project, communication skills that can allow speakers to 
be more flexible towards different ways of communicating information such as 
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understanding responsibilities and giving directions or instructions may greatly benefit 
the members of a group in achieving shared goals.  
Empathy 
In this section, some instances in which L1 students expressed their empathy 
towards L2 students were reported. As empathy can play an important role in 
understanding multilingual environments, a few examples from the interviews have 
been introduced.  
Eric, a junior -business major, mentioned that communicating with L2 students 
was not easy due to their limited abilities to produce complete sentences or correct 
word orders.   
Eric: They did however did give good ideas and suggestions that the rest of our 
group did not really think of which I think benefited our final group project.  It 
was however easy to notice that they sometimes missed words when talking or 
in our group text messaging groups which made it hard to understand what they 
were saying.  It was also pretty noticeable in our final group presentation as well 
when we presented our project to the entire class. 
Eric seems to feel that the English spoken by the L2 students he worked with was 
incomplete and limited due to noticeable errors in group text messages or oral 
presentations. It is not clear whether this was specific to him, or other L1 group 
members, but it shows that his “noticing” might impact his attitudes towards or 
perceptions of L2 student groups. In the case of group text messages, due to the nature 
of this particular medium, there can be many instances of miscommunication not only 
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because of intercultural communication issues, but also because of the fact that they 
cannot see each other facet-to-face, and group text messages almost always have time 
delays in receiving and sending messages. “Missed words” can be a small part of the 
cause of miscommunication, but Eric seems to find similar patterns in text messages and 
oral presentations. When it comes to formal group presentations, students might pay 
more attention to their performance as a group, as it affects the way their performance 
is graded or perceived by the instructor and audiences. When a group member does not 
perform as well as other group members, it could stand out among others. While 
missing words or incomplete sentences might be one of the common issues that L2 
students have when they speak or communicate online, it seems that not all L1 speakers 
tolerate those kinds of errors. Eric mentions that other group members thought L2 
students in his group did not contribute much, but he thought it benefited their project. 
He seems to try to understand how L2 students have been able to contribute to the 
project, although he seems to rely on grammatical accuracy when he attempts to 
evaluate or understand L2 students’ language, which might indicate that he himself is 
negotiating ways to make sense of how L2 students adapt to such L1 dominant 
environments, specifically in a collaborative project.  
Ellie, a senior in marketing, shared her experience in group discussion with L2 
students through her self-reflective essays.  
Ellie: In my class this past semester I had to work with a girl who was from Asia. 
She was very shy and so was everyone else. However, the rest of the group was 
filled with American students. We all introduced ourselves and began our work. 
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This girl and I did not speak much until the exercise was over. Then I tried to 
speak up to shake off my nerves. I believe this helped the girl in my group feel 
more relaxed because she could see me a fluent English speaker who was 
intimidated by the other people in my group. She joined in on the conversation 
even though her English was tricky to decipher. If I was in another culture like 
China or Japan and had to participate with fluent speakers of that country I 
would have been more than intimidated but I see students each day in my 
classes from other cultures that are able to overcome that fear and try their best. 
It must be difficult for them because it’s difficult for me and I’m from this 
country.  
Ellie seems to try to understand L2 students’ views, which shows her empathy towards 
the L2 students she had worked with. Empathy can be an important starting point in 
communicating in multilingual or multinational groups as it provides speakers with a 
space to understand what kinds of challenges or difficulties L2 students go through. 
Although having empathy might not necessarily be aligned with the actual 
communication strategies, it allows one an opportunity to become more interculturally 
competent in multilingual environments.    
Sarah, a junior in engineering technology, in her reflective essays, also shared 
her experience working with L2 students in the office she works in as a part-time 
student employee. She seems to show empathy towards L2 students by recognizing 
their situations.  
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Sarah: I have worked with students from Mexico, China, Japan, and India 
specifically.  One common thing I found is that it was sometimes hard to 
understand their English clearly because of their accents or because they were 
simply trying to learn a new language where they didn’t fully understand the 
context of how to speak it.  I understand that learning a new language takes time 
especially in a foreign country where you’re forced to learn that new language 
even faster than if you were just learning it in a classroom.  Therefore I learned 
to listen more closely to them for understanding and as a group we tried to 
present what we expected from them as clearly as possible by asking them 
questions to see if they were clear on everything.  There were some situations 
where it was more of a challenge than others but if you try to put yourself in 
their shoes, it at least helped me to be more sympathetic and patient. 
Sarah noted that it was sometimes not easy to comprehend L2 speakers’ English, but at 
the same time, she seems to try to be as empathetic as possible in order to 
communicate better with them. It is also interesting to see that she seems to have been 
able to develop communicative strategies such as checking understanding by asking 
questions and listening more closely. In multilingual environments, such understanding 
might be necessary as it can facilitate effective communication without expecting 
everyone to fluently speak the dominant language in a given setting. 
Perceived anxiety of L1 speakers in interacting with L2 students 
Some L1 students expressed concerns about how to appropriately communicate 
with L2 students without patronizing them. According to the interviews with L1 students, 
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this seems to be a somewhat common concern among L1 students especially in 
interacting with L2 students. Participants mentioned that they are not sure if L2 
students understand or not at times, but also do not want to make it obvious that they 
did not understand, which could lead to public shaming, or it could potentially hurt their 
feelings. This is understandable when L2 students are participating in group discussion, 
and when everything needs to be explained to them; other L1 students might think L2 
students do not fully understand what the conversation is about, which could further 
differentiate and marginalize them within the group. L1 students expressed this concern 
as a “challenge” especially because they do not want to make L2 students feel “dumb.” 
Paul, a junior in electrical engineering technology, shared his concerns in 
interacting with L2 students.  
Paul: It’s kind of a really a challenge, to see if they understand, or they’re not 
laughing, I need to explain what it means, so they can understand that cultural 
and other word meanings, but whether they need it or … 
Me: Do you usually explain it? 
Paul: I say about 60-70%. Sometimes I explain to them but sometimes Oh they 
probably wouldn’t need it. I feel like when I do that oh he may think I’m stupid 
and something like that. Most of the time they would ask what does that mean 
what did she say, Maybe I should wait for them to say something. 
Paul seems to get a bit anxious when interacting with L2 students especially when he is 
unsure if L2 students comprehend what is being talked about, and whether they need 
more explanation or not. This can be a sensitive issue in conversational settings as 
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determining whether they need extra help in comprehending what the conversation is 
about is not easy. L2 students might feel that L1 students are underestimating their 
abilities to communicate, or feel left out. L1 students sometimes simply do not seem to 
know what to do or how they should approach this, because they do not want to offend 
L2 students.  
Sarah, a junior in engineering technology, expressed similar concerns in her reflective 
essay.  
Sarah: Another miscommunication Lina and I would have is because I spoke too 
fast.  Naturally, I am on the faster side when it comes to speaking.  I had to work 
on slowing down when I spoke and speaking clearer but not in a way that made 
Lina feel dumb.  That was a challenge throughout the time that I worked with 
her.  The positive side is that I learned a lot from her about her culture. 
Sarah seems to have been in a situation to that of Paul. She mentioned that Lina was an 
L2 student from China whom she worked with as a part-time student employee. 
Determining whether there needs to be additional explanation for L2 students remains 
challenging for L1 students as it is not clear whether the information is understood by L2 
students. As a result, it is possible that L1 speakers might often want to avoid such 
uncomfortable situations in which they need to communicate with L2 students due to 
anxiety about making insensitive remarks or exhibiting insensitive behaviors. Sarah 
mentioned that she “slowed down” when she was speaking to Lina, but she was also 
trying to be sensitive to how Lina feels about it. While this aspect of communication 
may remain challenging, it seems to be one of the possible ways to negotiate 
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understanding in intercultural communication and furthering intercultural competence 
through more exposure and cultural contacts.  
Perceived Cultural Differences 
“Cultural differences” is a broad category of intercultural communication in 
general, but I situate it in a collaborative group project setting. I report one of the most 
salient instances in which L1 and L2 students negotiated cultural differences and how 
they identified certain problems or differences when interacting with each other. I 
report snapshots of the moments that L1 and L2 students felt cultural differences.  
Modesty or arrogance 
One of the interesting experiences shared by an L2 student, Mei, provided an 
example of interactions with L1 students while working on a group project. This is an 
example of misunderstanding intentions while communicating modesty. Mei, a junior in 
economics, talked about an instance of miscommunication from a computer science 
class in her self-reflective essays. She explained how her attempts to communicate 
modesty were understood as the opposite.  
Mei: In the traditional Chinese culture, modesty is one of the virtue that is widely 
accepted by Chinese people. So we just not like to accept the praise by others 
even though we do did a great job. Last semester, I took C-programming class 
and we had a team to finish all the labs. At one time we were all very confused 
about what we should do to complete the assignment. After a 2-hour discussion, 
we still had no clue about the task. Then we made an appointment that on the 
weekends we would group up and finish the job. After that lab, I searched lots of 
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materials and did lots of work on the program. Then when I found out how to 
solve the problem, I wrote the code on my own and debugged it so that it could 
meet the requirements of the assignment. Then I sent several messages on 
GroupMe to my teammates, tell them that I had already did the job and how did 
I accomplish that. My teammates were very surprised and praised me a lot. I was 
very shy and said, “That’s nothing. It was not a hard problem. You guys could do 
the same.” I was just trying to be modest, yet one of my teammate send 
message to me privately, said “I knew you were smart but you don’t have to 
trash the rest of us. If it was not a big problem, why couldn’t we do it as well?” I 
was really shocked and realized that I was really stupid to say such things. I 
immediately replied him and explained my thoughts to him. Finally he 
understood me and said, “Sorry about the misunderstanding. I think that’s what 
we called a cultural difference.” 
In Mei’s reflection, it is easy to see that her intentions to express modesty 
through her response were not successfully delivered to the L1 students. This might also 
have to do with online space in which they are not able to talk face-to-face, but it seems 
that her way of responding to compliments from group members were unfamiliar to L1 
group members. While Mei was simply expressing modesty and tried to encourage 
other group members that they could do the same, her L1 group members seem to have 
taken it as an expression of pride. Mei reflected that she was “shocked” to hear an 
unexpected response from L1 students. She also mentioned that she felt “stupid” as she 
thought her supposedly modest response to group members’ compliments turned out 
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to be understood as egotistic comments to the L1 students. The misunderstanding 
seems to have been resolved after she explained to the L1 students who messaged her, 
and they concluded that this was caused by “cultural difference.” Although it would be 
unfair to find a source of misunderstanding solely from Mei’s response, it seems that 
knowing how to respond to simple compliments or express modesty would benefit Mei 
in a way that she could better engage in small conversations that happen while working 
on a project. It might also be helpful for L1 students to be more open-minded towards 
the way small conversations are conducted in a multilingual environment. Small talk and 
informal conversations can be a lubricant that smooths a variety of stages and 
challenges in the process of working on projects, and cultivating relationships among 
members, which tends to contribute to the overall effectiveness and success of a group.  
Ways to explain and solve problems 
Some L1 students indicated that they have experienced some differences in ways 
to explain or solve a problem while working together for a collaborative project. 
Different methods of solving problems or ways to explain problems might affect the way 
L1 and L2 students communicate important information in professional collaboration 
settings.  
Nicole, a junior in biology, provided her thoughts on ways to explain 
mathematical knowledge to students from other countries, L2 students.  
Nicole: In the lab, there were a few students from other countries, I think that 
was a little more difficult because for like math and stuff everyone has a 
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different way of learning things so that’s where I think cultural differences are a 
little harder to explain, I guess.  
Me: Could you talk more about that? 
Nicole: When you have to like… Well with directions and all that, it might be a 
little more difficult from my experience. Or when you are trying to explain things 
and if they don’t comprehend, it would be a little more difficult, yeah. When you 
are trying to explain like how to use, how to set something up, and it’s hard to 
explain in English.  Like you have to set up like a whole system and you are trying 
to explain what they should do and but you have to work together even though 
you can just do it by yourself.  
Nicole seems to feel that it is difficult to explain processes or steps involved in lab work 
to L2 students at times. Giving instructions or directions and procedures and steps 
seems particularly difficult as L2 students might not fully grasp the range of vocabulary 
used in the explanation or may be unfamiliar with the context. Technical instructions or 
directions involved in a laboratory setting need to be as clear as possible so that every 
member of the lab can efficiently complete given tasks. When a lab becomes 
multilingual, ways to communicate a set of instructions or directions might require more 
conscious attention. Speakers may need to pay more attention to the use of language 
and how it can be interpreted to multilingual students. In addition, ways of explaining 
might differ depending on how students have been educated, and what kinds of cultural 
backgrounds they have.  
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John, a junior in aeronautical engineering, shared his views on the differences he 
observed when working with L2 students for on an engineering project.  
John: Um I guess it was just the different way that they attempted to solve the 
problems. They have different methods of problem solving vs. the way that we 
learned. Because obviously the schooling is really different from Egypt and China. 
They would have different ways of approaching problems, and also some of 
them were… this may be more individual, I know one student was more 
introverted, he was focused a lot more on his own work, getting a lot of work 
done for himself, whereas others were kind of managing the whole team. They 
were very analytical though, it was math and science, better than us, actually. 
Their methods of communication were different. One of them was kind of more 
introverted, and the other was very leadership based, communication based, he 
was really outgoing to make sure that we all work together, that we all had 
something to do. He was constantly checking up on roles and he was making 
sure that everyone knew what they were doing. And the one that was more 
introverted he was really good at getting his work done, but he was not as 
communication based as others. He wasn’t as outgoing. The outgoing one he had 
no accent, he was raised learning English and Arabic.  
John observes that two different L2 students he had worked with had different 
“methods of communication” and personalities. While he recognizes “different 
schooling” might have shaped the way L2 students communicate information in a group 
project, he also seems to think that the two L2 students had different personalities that 
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affected the way they engage in group work. One L2 student seemed to have been more 
proactive in participating in group work, and John mentioned that the other L2 student 
was more used to working independently, and was “introverted” in communicating with 
group members. Although this might have to do with each individual student’s 
personality or investment in the group project, it may also have to do with students’ 
educational backgrounds gained from different cultural contexts or language abilities 
needed to participate in the activities involved in the group project.  
Literal interpretation and double meanings 
Some L1 students shared their observations on how L2 students interpret certain 
things differently due to the culture-specific nature of certain expressions or context of 
communication.  
Sarah, a junior in engineering technology, shared her observation of an L2 
student from an office she worked in as an undergraduate student assistant in her 
reflective essay.   
Sarah: Since my freshman year, I have worked in the College of Technology’s 
Diversity Office as an Undergraduate Student assistant.  Here is where I met a 
lady who went by the name of Lina, a graduate student assistant in the same 
COT Diversity Office.  This was my most long-term interaction with someone 
with an international background.  I found with Lina she took much of what I said 
literally.  As a native English speaker you don’t realize how many of the phrases 
we use can be confusing to those who are non-natives.   
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Sarah seems to notice that what she says can be interpreted differently by L2 students. 
This might have to do with a variety of linguistic features from idiomatic expressions, 
context-specific vocabulary, or culture-bound expressions. Sarah understands it might 
be confusing for L2 students at times to fully comprehend what she is saying in 
conversational settings.  
Abbey, a senior in industrial distribution, shared her experience observing how 
L2 students understand words that could be interpreted differently. 
Abbey: My freshman year at Purdue my roommate was from China. I loved 
having her as a roommate. She would stay up really late watching American TV 
shows and so would I. We both loved sleeping really late in the day. We would 
also frequently nap too. She was a great roommate. She would always ask me 
questions about English words that she heard and did not know the meaning of. 
One time she asked me what ‘roger’ meant. I told her that it was a name, but the 
context that she was asking about was different. The person had meant that 
they understand what was said. I had never thought about the double meanings 
we have for words until I had to try and explain them to her. It is really hard to 
explain something that to me has always been understood. She helped me to 
realize that English is a complicated language that is hard to learn. She would 
watch sitcoms to learn about American humor. I never considered that it must 
be so hard for international students to understand humor. That is a part of 
American culture, and it is not something that you can learn in a book. What was 
second nature to me was confusing to her. 
118 
 
Abbey seems to understand what kinds of challenges L2 students go through while 
adapting themselves to a new linguistic environment. Abbey mentioned that what might 
be “second nature” to her would be something that can confuse L2 students. Abbey 
might have been able to observe her roommate, a Chinese student, closely in an 
informal setting, and, through this experience, she seems to have been able to gain an 
understanding of linguistic features of English that L2 students might not be familiar 
with. Abbey and her roommate seem to have had a good relationship, which might have 
affected the way Abbey makes sense of intercultural communication with L2 students.   
Experiences in Collaborative Writing in Professional Writing Courses 
In this section, I report the results from interviews and self-reflective essays about 
collaborative writing projects in professional writing courses, specifically about how L1 
and L2 students reflected on collaborative writing and discussion, as well as how they 
identified certain issues in the process of completing collaborative writing projects.  
Challenges perceived by L2 students 
As professional writing courses tend to encourage collaborative writing, L2 
students in this study have been involved in collaborative writing projects on various 
topics. Their perceived challenges in collaborative writing have been explored through 
interviews.  
Lucas, an L2 student from Korea who has spent an extensive period of time in 
Brazil and grew up attending international schools where English was used as a medium 
of instruction, shared his thoughts on collaborative writing projects he worked on with 
his group members for a business writing course. 
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Lucas: I think that the most challenging part in this course was the research that 
we had to do in order to come up with a realistic proposal for a community 
project. All the costs, liabilities and insurance that we had to consider was a bit 
overwhelming. But fortunately our group was able to work together and gather 
all the information that was available for us.  
Lucas indicated that researching information for a group proposal was challenging. 
Researching is essential and also can be hardest part as researching processes might 
require looking for sources, selecting the right information, parts to cite and quotes, and 
effectively synthesizing sources in one document.  
Charlotte, an L2 student from Japan who grew up attending international schools 
where English was a medium of instruction, shared another challenge she experienced 
while working with L1 students in collaborative writing for a business writing course. Her 
perceived challenge also seems like something L1 students might go through as well.  
Charlotte: For the white paper, it was a group project. So communicating with 
my team and assigning parts was difficult. It wasn't difficult for me to write my 
section in general. It was just explaining why I did what we did for our project. 
We made a cookbook for the local senior center.  I don't think it was the cultural 
issue, but we were all seniors so, we were all lacking in motivation. Therefore, it 
was hard to assign people tasks and getting it done before the deadline, so I can 
check over the details before I turned it in because I was the leader for that team. 
If someone did more than they had to for one assignment, we made it happen 
that the person who did not do much for that project will take part on more 
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responsibilities the next task. So it became fair at the end. Since we were all tired 
with group projects, and someone doing all the work. We all knew that we had 
to do our part to not cause trouble for the last semester. 
She explained that her group members, including herself, were all seniors and that they 
were not motivated enough to put effort into the group project. This can be a common 
issue among senior students who might be preparing to graduate because they might 
not have been too concerned about their grades at that point. Her perceived challenge 
seemed more like a general concern that both L1 and L2 students might have had rather 
than L2-specific issues.  
Tom, an L2 student from Hong Kong who has spent an extensive amount of time 
in the US during his high school years, shared a challenge he experienced in 
collaborative writing for a technical writing course. 
Tom: I think the most challenging part was collaborative writing assignments, 
especially professional or technical writings. We discussed this during class; 
when we combine everyone's work, it sounds like five different people are 
talking and you can really tell just from reading through it really quick. It would 
be great if we can go a little more in depth into how we can make it sound more 
like it's from one person instead of five.  
Tom’s concern, developing a cohesive document with group members, also seems to be 
a concern that might be prevalent among both L1 and L2 students, rather than specific 
to L2 students. In the process of developing a cohesive and coherent document with 
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group members, there will have to be many discussions and conversations among group 
members, which will require L2 students to engage in this series of conversations to 
balance the tone and style of the document and reach agreements on the content and 
organization. Tom did not seem like he experienced particular challenges in conducting 
conversations with L1 students, but it is possible that his group did not have enough 
discussion on ways to make their opinions and thoughts properly synthesized and 
blended in one document.  
Huan, a Chinese student who had not been in the US until he started college in 
the US, shared somewhat different challenges he experienced in collaborative writing 
for a business writing course.  
Huan : From the collaborating, I found that my group members have better 
writing ability than me. Because the words they are using seems more formal 
than mine when we write about same idea like transportation and timeline part 
in our project. I have learned a lot from reading their work.  
Huan seems to feel that his writing was not as good as his L1 group members. He 
observes that his L1 group members use more formal words and generally have a better 
writing proficiency level than he has. He may feel that his writing ability is limited 
compared to his group members, which could potentially cause him to withdraw from 
participating in the process of writing. This may be common among L2 students who do 
not have much experience collaborating with L1 students or exposure to L1-dominant 
working environments.  
122 
 
Jihoo, a Korean student who had been in the US as a child and moved to Korea and 
came back to the US when he was a high school student, shared his views on 
collaborative writing with L1 students for a business writing course. 
Jihoo : Since I am not a naturally fluent English speaker, I have always been less 
confident about talking about serious and professional matters such as business 
related conversation. It is the one I also have been practicing on. We have 
splitted into three sections and worked on each assigned section. Because I am 
not good at writing down all those information, I was actually trying to suggest 
an innovative idea so that I can contribute to the team. I was desperately looking 
for things that I can at least contribute.  
Jihoo seems to feel self-conscious about his writing ability as he mentioned more than 
one time that he is not as good as L1 students in communicating or writing in English. 
Jihoo seems to have tried to suggest ideas and look for something he can do besides 
writing in order to compensate for writing he thought he would not be able to do. It is 
interesting that Jihoo feels this way without exactly knowing how well his L1 group 
members actually write. As can be observed in his reflections, his perceived gap 
between himself and L1 writers appears to be quite large. Instead of relying on his 
writing ability, he says he suggested ideas and tried to contribute in any way possible. 
He seems to think that it is obvious that his writing ability is not better than L1 writers. It 
is not hard to see that he withdraws himself from writing because he does not think that 
he can contribute through writing. In order to promote collaborative writing in a 
multilingual setting, it might be helpful to facilitate the collaborative writing process by 
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providing more instructional support or covering relevant examples and literature on 
collaborative writing processes in class so both L1 and L2 writers can see how exactly 
they can conduct collaborative writing without being too concerned about L1 status or 
native-level proficiency.    
Challenges perceived by L1 students 
L1 students’ perceived challenges seemed to be somewhat similar. They seem to 
attribute difficulties they encounter in the process largely to a language barrier.  
David, a senior in management, shared his reflections in a collaborative writing 
project for a business writing course.   
David: The largest obstacle to overcome was communication. We communicated 
primarily through email, which actually influenced our project due to the 
difficulty of communicating over email and lack of quick response time. We were 
able to adequately delegate group tasks through email, but had problems with 
meeting deadlines due to language barriers and prior commitments among our 
group.  
David worked with group members which included an L2 student. Email seems to have 
been a primary medium of communication when they were working together, which 
may have added another layer in communicating information. David identifies one of 
the obstacles as “language barriers” which might mean that his group had gone through 
some challenges in communicating with the L2 student. It is not clear how or why 
“language barriers” was an issue, but it seems to have affected the overall efficiency of 
the group work. However, a language barrier tends to encompass many different 
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aspects of communication, and there needs to be more in-depth analysis of how L1 and 
L2 students actually communicate in the process of writing a document together. It is 
common that many sources of miscommunication in a collaborative writing are 
attributed to “language barriers” but when a problem is identified as a singular issue, it 
is hard to overcome any challenges members of the group may encounter. Both L1 and 
L2 students may need to be more aware that they are communicating with someone 
possibly from a very different educational and cultural background.  
Anna, a sophomore in aviation management, shared similar observations on 
collaborative writing for a business writing course.  
Anna: There’s a massive language barrier, as in my groups case, my third group 
member explained to me that she had to use a dictionary most of the time to 
translate what we were saying to her, which I’m sure was difficult for her as well.  
Anna reflects that an L2 student she worked for a collaborative writing project had 
difficulties interpreting what they were saying to her, and she perceived it as an 
obstacle in communicating their projects. It can be quite frustrating and it is a struggle 
for both L1 and L2 students when one of them needs more explanation and extra time 
to understand what is going on. However, it seems that the source of struggle almost 
always is attributed solely to a “language barrier” and L2 students’ limited ability to 
speak and listen. These perceptions seem to be common among L1 writers, which is 
understandable because a “language barrier” is the most visible and noticeable problem. 
It also seems unfair to make a hasty judgment on L2 students’ performance just based 
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on a few unsuccessful interactions. The next section further explored L1 and L2 students’ 
perceptions of “native-level” proficiency in professional collaboration settings.   
“Native Level” Concerns in Professional Collaborations 
The last section reports about how L1 and L2 students perceive “native-level” 
proficiency of English in professional collaborations. Some L2 students from the survey 
and interviews often brought up the issue of “native speaker” in participating in group 
discussion or writing together with L1 group members.   
“I am not a native speaker” 
“I am still an international student” 
“I am not a naturally good English speaker” 
 Some of the responses above from the survey, interviews, and self-reflective essays 
may suggest that some L2 students do not feel confident because they are not native 
speakers of English. This way of thinking often prevents them from actively participating 
in the discussion or writing as it might further marginalize them by revealing their level 
of linguistic ability. Some L1 students shared their own views on “native-speaker” level 
as well.  
Kevin, a senior in aerospace engineering, talked about his perspectives in relation to his 
experiences working with L2 students.   
Kevin: For engineering, well for engineering purposes, it’s more technical and 
they use the language that you don’t really have to sound like a native speaker in 
a technical environment.  
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Kevin, who had worked with L2 professionals on various engineering projects observed 
that sounding like a native speaker would not necessarily be necessary in a professional 
setting that mainly deals with technical knowledge. This may be because L2 
professionals in upper-level engineering projects are familiar enough with the context 
they work in and have more experiences communicating in technical language with L1 
professionals and other multilingual speakers.  
Kevin also shared his experience helping his friend who is an L2 speaker with her 
paper for professional writing courses. He mentioned that he was able to find minor 
mistakes, which he seems to think had to do with native speaker intuition. When he was 
asked to describe more about how he felt about “native speaker point of view” in 
helping L2 students’ with their writing, he shared the following answer.  
Kevin: Like adding ‘the’ somewhere, that was one error that was hard for her to 
grasp, I don’t know how to put it in a sentence, um she would either insert a ‘the’ 
somewhere or leave out the ‘the’ just reading through the sentence it may not 
occur to her because this is like the subject there, but reading through it, from a 
native speaker’s point of view, you kind of sort of need it there.  
He explained some article errors that his friend had in her paper, and he seems to 
understand that this was one of the salient recurring errors in her written productions. 
He also seems to observe that use of articles might need some native speaker’s point of 
view in order to correctly use them.  
Paul, a junior in electrical engineering technology, shared his views on “native-
speaker” level in professional settings and social settings. Paul mentioned that he feels 
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like he can communicate better in lab settings with L2 students. When he was asked to 
describe how easily he communicates in lab settings or social settings, he said that he 
feels it is easier to communicate in the lab because they share some background 
knowledge on the same subjects.   
Paul: Lab settings, I feel like we communicate better, because for us, it’s a 
universal thing (in technology major), so pretty much anyone can understand it. 
Socially, it can be different they probably have never heard some of our slangs or 
say something differently, so they don’t understand.  
Paul mentioned that technological knowledge might be universal knowledge in which L1 
and L2 students may share a set of vocabulary or terms needed for discussion and 
conversation required in the process, which makes it easier for him to communicate 
with L2 students in a laboratory setting. On the other hand, in a social setting, Paul 
observed that it might be “different” because L2 students might not be able to fully 
engage in a social conversation due to the differences in cultural schema that involves 
slang or any words that L2 students are not familiar with. In Paul’s opinions, “native 
speaker” has more to do with social conversations where there are culture-specific 
topics, contexts, and words integrated together that make it difficult for anyone who 
may not come from the target culture.  
The understanding of “native speaker” proficiency seems to vary from L1 
students’ perspectives. Kevin and Paul both seem to think that “native speaker” 
proficiency might not be essential for professional collaboration settings in which the 
members of the context share similar disciplinary knowledge. In a context where a 
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certain level of precision is needed, or cultural schema is required, “native speaker” 
issue seems to surface.  
A Summary of Results 
The present study explored upper-level L2 students’ perceived language needs in 
collaborating with L1 students in professional writing courses and ways L1 and L2 
students negotiate intercultural communication in collaborative settings. The survey 
results showed that L2 students in this study are highly motivated to improve advanced-
level writing proficiency and would like to seek employment opportunities or pursue 
graduate studies in English-speaking countries after graduation. As indicated in the 
survey results, L2 students in this study expect to use English mostly or only after 
graduation, especially in workplace settings. The majority of the L2 students responded 
that they use their native language half of the time and English half of the time on a 
daily basis. They generally seem to feel confident in interacting with L1 students, 
however, still perceive their language abilities to be somewhat limited compared to L1 
students and need more experience. The survey results reported that more than half of 
the L2 students in the survey would like to have more support from L1 students in 
discussion and collaboration, and speaking abilities, cultural knowledge, and listening 
abilities were ranked high as their perceived language needs in carrying out all the tasks 
involved in professional writing courses. Descriptive responses from the survey, 
interviews and self-reflective essays provided more qualitative responses from L1 and L2 
students about how they negotiate in a multilingual and collaborative environment 
when encountering miscommunication or misunderstanding. L1 students’ perceived 
129 
 
communication issues in collaborating with L2 students included understanding 
responsibilities and roles and giving directions and instructions. L1 students were 
generally empathetic to L2 students’ language abilities but were also anxious about 
ways to express sensitivity towards L2 students’ needs or feelings when they 
encountered miscommunications in interactions. Perceived cultural differences were 
also reported, specifically the examples about small conversations, discussion, and 
different interpretations of what the members say in conversational settings. Students’ 
perceived challenges in collaborative writing for professional writing courses were also 
reported. Researching and collecting information for the collaborative writing project, 
making a cohesive document with group members, and motivating each group member 
to actively participate in the writing seem to be some of the most challenging aspects in 
collaborative writing. In addition, some L2 students expressed concerns about their 
perceived gap in writing abilities between L1 students and themselves, and some L1 
students identified “language barriers” as a major communication problem in 
collaborative writing processes. L1 and L2 students’ perspectives on “native speaker” 
level proficiency in professional collaboration settings were also reported. While L2 
students tend to think that “native speaker” level is important in participating in the 
discussion or collaborative writing, some L1 students think that “native speaker” level 
might not be absolutely necessary in a technical environment in which they share 
similar disciplinary knowledge; however, it might become an issue in a context where 
there needs to be a certain level of precision in editing documents or in social settings 
where speakers are expected to have certain culture-specific knowledge. 
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CHAPTER 4. DISCUSSION 
Focus of Discussion 
Based on the results, the discussion will focus on L2 students’ perceptions and 
attitudes towards the status of English language in relation to their career plans after 
graduation and perceived needs in interacting and collaborating with L1 students in 
upper-level professional writing courses. The concept of imagined identity and imagined 
communities (Kanno & Norton, 2003) will also be discussed in conjunction with 
globalized communities of professions. The notion of communicative flexibility will also 
be discussed in order to explain L1 and L2 students’ ways of negotiating meaning in 
intercultural and multilingual environments. Critical views of general terms such as 
“language barriers” and “cultural differences” will be provided, and it will be 
emphasized that communicative events are situated in specific contexts with particular 
speakers, which makes it hard to generalize about communication problems in 
intercultural communication. The notion of “native speaker” will be re-examined and 
discussed in order to provide interpretations of L2 students’ anxiety in interacting with 
L1 students in collaborative oral discussion and writing. The perceived gap in language 
proficiency between L1 and L2 students will be discussed to better explain how they can 
be better supported in collaborative work in L1 dominant environments. 
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English as a “Working Language” 
The status of English language seems to greatly influence the way L2 students 
plan their career paths and motivate themselves to continue advancing their skills in 
English. As one of the students indicated in the survey, English is a “working language” 
for many L2 students especially if they wish to work in English-speaking environments. 
In the survey, all L2 students in this study indicated that they would like to work in 
English-speaking environments such as international companies in the US or other 
locations in which English is a primary language of communication. This shows that 
upper-level L2 students in this study might be willing to immerse themselves in English-
speaking environments in which they will need to perform many oral or written tasks in 
English. Thus, it can be said that they are highly motivated students who might have 
career goals similar to those of L1 students.   
The results show how skills in English align with contemporary job markets and 
attitudes L2 students have towards English. English in workplace settings encompasses 
many communicative tasks such as small conversations among colleagues and senior 
employees, discussions, meetings, reading documents, writing correspondence and 
reports, and presenting orally (Crosling & Ward, 2002). In other words, L2 students may 
engage in various tasks in which they need to perform in English in order to maintain job 
security and form positive relationships with colleagues at workplaces. The survey 
results suggest that speaking and listening are the top two perceived needs of L2 
students in L1 dominant classrooms. Furthering skills in speaking and listening may take 
time, and difficulties with these skills might continue to be an obstacle in an English-
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speaking workplace environment; at the same time, it may give them more motivation 
to advance their skills and knowledge in English. Depending on their level of proficiency, 
English might be either in the way or may provide them with more opportunities to 
achieve their full potential in English-speaking workplace environments.  
As indicated in the survey results, the majority of L2 students responded that 
they currently use English half the time and their native language half the time on a 
daily basis, and they expect to use English mostly after graduation. The difference 
between the extent to which they use English now and in the future reveals that their 
imagined professional world may consist of English speakers and that they are likely to 
position themselves as professionals working in international communities where they 
will use English most of the time on a daily basis. The responses from the survey might 
also show that L2 students do not get many opportunities to interact with English 
speakers on campus. There can be many explanations for this, but it is possible that they 
have already formed social networks on campus with students who speak the same 
native language, which makes it difficult for them to reach out to groups of other English 
speakers who do not speak the same native language. It is also possible that they might 
have felt pushback from L1 groups because they were not familiar with ways to interact 
with L1 speakers. However, it is clear that L2 students in this study expect to become 
part of English-speaking communities after graduation, which shows that they are 





Globalized Professions and Communities of Professions 
As shown in the results, all L2 students in this study indicated that they would 
like to seek employment opportunities in the US or other English-speaking 
environments. When students navigate their career paths, they seem to see their future 
in English-speaking communities. English itself plays an important role in communicating 
professional knowledge; however, having a membership in global professional 
communities also seems to be an important step in building one’s career path. As some 
students mentioned in the interview, gaining work experience in international 
companies or in English-speaking countries seems to give them incentives when finding 
employment opportunities in their home countries. Globalization greatly affects the way 
L2 students choose their career paths in international settings. It is not easy to 
generalize this to all L2 student populations, but it seems that it is a trend that some L2 
students are likely to pursue.  
Professions are largely a community that consists of those who share similar 
knowledge about an industry or discipline (Goode, 1957).  As more technological 
advancements make it possible to network with professionals across national borders, 
communities of professions are becoming more global and multilingual. Many scholars 
have addressed this phenomenon of globalized and transnational professional 
communities in relation to local professional communities (Colic-Peisker, 2010; Cravey, 
2005; Faulconbridge & Muzio, 2011; Seabrooke, 2014). Professionals sometimes tend to 
rely more on global standards of professional ethics and trends, rather than national 
standards. Many internal decisions they make within nation-wide professional 
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communities tend to be affected by the global professional communities. For example, 
areas such as medicine, engineering, computer science, education, and art all have 
international conferences and corporations which many professionals from all over the 
world join to share new information and knowledge to make sure that they are up-to-
date with the current trends in the field. Thus, global and local professional 
communities develop and maintain close relationships for the advancement of industry.  
Many corporations are seeking opportunities for global partnerships in order to expand 
their business, and academia has also expanded its communities internationally as a 
way to advance the field of research and promote international collaboration. 
Contemporary professionals actively seek opportunities to form international networks 
with other professional communities in order to enhance their reputation and credibility 
in the profession. This movement impacts the way contemporary L2 professionals and 
students seek career opportunities outside their national or cultural boundaries. 
Professions are becoming more globalized, and L2 students do not seem to 
restrict themselves to certain national, cultural, or ethnic boundaries in order to become 
more globally competitive professionals, as well as locally competitive among other L2 
professionals in their home countries. Professional communities are expanding beyond 
national borders in various disciplines. This is largely attributed to global economic and 
technological advances that facilitate efficient communication and fast formation of 
networks all over the world. It is not unreasonable to say that L2 students in this study 
imagine themselves as global professionals when planning their careers. Their imagined 
communities may involve multilingual environments that consist of L1 and L2 speakers 
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with whom they will communicate on a daily basis in both professional and social 
settings.  Students are well-aware of the phenomenon of globalization and actively 
make decisions to become part of it.   
The discussion of imagined professional identity and communities may allow 
teachers to think about ways to support upper-level L2 students in L1 dominant 
classrooms by looking at how the goals of the class align with the goals L2 students 
might have for their future careers.  It also helps to understand L2 students’ motivations 
and the communities they wish to be part of, and what kinds of relationships L2 
students have with the English language and English-speaking communities. Although 
they may have learned their native languages first, due to the status of English as an 
international language, globalized businesses and mass media, contemporary L2 
learners develop a strong ownership of English as they start learning it from an early age, 
which provides a different perspective on the way they construct L2 identities and build 
memberships in English-speaking communities.  
Communicative Flexibility in Multilingual Environments 
As indicated in the interviews with L1 students, many L2 student communication 
issues seem to have fallen under broad categories such as “language barrier” or 
“cultural differences.” However, the results suggest that many instances of 
miscommunication took place in specific contexts with particular individuals in the given 
context. Although the issues that contributed to miscommunication might seem 
generalizable, each communicative event or instance of miscommunication differs 
depending on situational factors such as perceived power relations among speakers, 
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familiarity with speakers, and topics of conversation. For example, in this study, 
contextual factors were crucial in influencing the way L1 students identified 
communication issues when interacting with L2 students. Laboratory settings, social 
settings, and group discussion settings provide different contexts and relationships 
between speakers, and contents of the conversation offer more varied explanations 
about how miscommunication took place. A better understanding of context and 
communication might benefit both L1 and L2 students in enhancing communicative 
flexibility in the contexts in which they communicate. 
I would like to reiterate Gumperz (1982)’s notion of communicative flexibility in 
order to reflect on the interviews with L1 and L2 students from this study. Gumperz 
argued that “meaning in any face-to-face encounter is always negotiable” as it makes 
speakers find common ground for negotiation, and this is a required skill for any 
interlocutors in order to communicate with each other in any circumstances (p. 14). 
Although some L1 and L2 students might be aware that they need to be flexible in 
finding ways to understand what each other means, they do not seem to take full 
advantage of their abilities in collaborative environments. Providing additional 
explanations and taking extra time to negotiate meanings in a professional collaborative 
setting is necessary for both L1 and L2 students to work together effectively; however, it 
seems rare that students are willing to spend extra time and effort to have an extended 
conversation or discussion. Although it might seem like a hassle to participate in longer 
conversations, without this process, successful intercultural communication cannot be 
achieved, and members of the group cannot engage in meaningful collaboration. 
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Collaborative processes must be negotiated and communicated among the group 
members in order to accomplish shared goals.  
As each communicative event is situated in specific contexts, “communicative 
flexibility” and “conversational cooperation” (Gumperz, 1982) are needed in conducting 
discussion and conversations in collaborative settings. Acknowledging that professional 
communication is situated in particular contexts with particular speakers and avoiding 
generalizing based on pre-conceived stereotypes or previous instances of 
miscommunication are crucial in enhancing the quality of group work in multilingual 
environments. To be more specific, generalizing a few unsuccessful interactions with L2 
students to all L2 speaker populations should be avoided as it can further marginalize L2 
speakers and prevent access to successful collaboration. Terms such as “language 
barrier” and “cultural differences” identified by L1 students seem to over-generalize the 










Figure 11. L1-L2 interactions. 
The field of second language studies has advanced since more L2 speakers have 
entered higher education in English-speaking countries and other professional settings 
in which L1 speakers are dominant, but the burden of understanding still seems to be on 
L2 students when it comes to L1-L2 interactions. The interviews with L1 students show 
that miscommunication is still largely attributed to L2 students. A deeper understanding 
of intercultural communication may better facilitate the way L1 students engage in 
conversations with L2 students.  
The communicative competence needed in collaborations with multilingual 
groups encompasses speakers’ abilities in conducting small conversations and 
discussions that fill the gap between different stages of projects and challenges 
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members of the group in the process. Not only do L2 students need to have this 
communicative competence, but L1 students also need to be more aware of their own 
use of English and conscious about situational factors that might contribute to 
communicative events in multilingual environments. In order to engage in the various 
communicative tasks involved in collaborative projects in multilingual environments, 
there needs to be a better understanding of intercultural communication as a 
collaborative process, a series of situated communicative events, and a negotiation of 
meaning.  
“Native Speaker” and English as an International Language 
Many L2 students in the survey, interviews, and self-reflective essays 
emphasized the fact that they are not “native speakers” of English; therefore, they 
might not perform as well as L1 students or need to improve their skills in speaking or 
writing in order to talk with L1 students or work together in L1-dominant groups.  The 
results suggest that L2 students often withdrew themselves from actively participating 
in group discussion or collaborative writing because of their perceptions of their own 
abilities in speaking or writing and the perceived gap in proficiency level between L1 
speakers’ and theirs. There can be many possible interpretations of this perceived gap. 
One interpretation is that many L2 students come from an educational context in which 
inner-circle English is a standard model of English language teaching and learning, which 
might have impacted the way they compare themselves to L1 students who speak inner-
circle English as their first language.  
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Kumaravadivelu (2012) pointed out how countries in non-Western contexts 
depend on a “West-oriented” model of teaching English, further reinforcing the power 
structure of the West and non-West in the framework of English language teaching. He 
noted that many scholars in periphery countries have been doing “reactive, not 
proactive” research with regard to West-oriented approaches in the field of language 
teaching (p. 17). Due to this existing power structure in some educational contexts, it is 
possible that some L2 students have been taught in educational contexts where they are 
encouraged to adapt many elements such as phonological, lexical, syntactical, semantic, 
and cultural elements of inner circle Englishes that are West-oriented. When L2 
students from such educational contexts interact with L1 students from inner circle 
countries, their perceived power relations can become more obvious because of this 
pre-established understanding of English language in relation to power structure that 
lies behind many teaching approaches.  
The results re-confirm that a perceived gap exists as L2 students have expressed 
their concerns regarding their “non-native” status in group discussions and collaborative 
writing. Although the degree of the gap which both L1 and L2 students might perceive 
may vary, if such issues can be brought up in a classroom setting, students might be able 
to form a better understanding of English as an international language and how 
intercultural communication should be conducted. The notion of “native speaker” has 
long been debated as an unrealistic goal for L2 learners (Canagarajah, 1999; Kachru, 
1990, 1992). “Native speaker English” that idealizes the level of language proficiency 
does not exist as no L1 speakers speak the same version of English and “native-speaker 
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competence” does not give a realistic picture of what effective communication should 
be like. From the perspective of “native speaker competence”, everyone in 
communicative settings needs to be able to speak like a native speaker in order to 
understand each other and convey meanings to one another, which creates pressure 
and anxiety for L2 learners to engage in conversations with L1 students who are 
perceived as “native speakers.” This could push L2 students away from participating in 
oral discussions or collaborative writing.  
Without looking into the dependency on a West-oriented model of language 
teaching, it may not be possible to explain the anxiety or low participation of L2 
students in L1-dominant environments. While there might not be a quick solution to 
changing the current state of English language teaching, it can be introduced in class as 
one of the rising issues in global professional contexts that both L1 and L2 students need 
to think about in order to better conduct professional tasks in multilingual and 
collaborative environments. Although it would not be easy to avoid emphasizing 
accuracy, correctness, and appropriateness in speaking and writing in upper-level 
classes, the degree of emphasis on a West-oriented model of English can be controlled 
by instructional approaches in a way that can foster L1 and L2 students’ understanding 
of the power English may have in the globalized world and how English should be able 
to accommodate speakers of other languages in a creative way. As L1 or L2 speakers, 
students need to learn to become ethical and responsible professionals who can 
evaluate their own communicative abilities in a multilingual setting.   
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English as an international language should be discussed at a classroom level in 
relation to ideologies and epistemologies that affect many communication practices and 
legitimize the use of a certain version of English. English not only belongs to L1 speakers, 
but also to L2 speakers who use it and live with it. Instructional approaches should 
reflect such views in order to allow students to become more conscious about the status 
of English and the power structures English creates among speakers. The way certain 
standards are established directly impacts the group dynamic and how L1 and L2 
students perceive one another in group discussion and collaboration. Thus, collaborative 
effort among speakers in facilitating the conversations within a group needs to be 
emphasized and reinforced through classroom discourse. More awareness of English as 
an international language used by global audiences can offer new insight in teaching and 
learning in multilingual environments as well as allow students to achieve their full 




CHAPTER 5. CONCLUSION 
The present study explored L2 students’ perceived needs in upper-level L1 
dominant classrooms, specifically group collaborations, motivations and plans after 
graduation. It also investigated L1 and L2 students’ perceptions and understandings of 
intercultural communication through their narratives about experiences working with 
one another in collaborative settings. The results showed that L2 students in this study 
are planning to seek employment opportunities in the US or other English-speaking 
countries after graduation instead of going back to their home countries. Most of these 
students expect to use English after graduation and responded that they use English 
about 50 % and their native language about 50% on campus on a daily basis. L1 students 
in this study reported that they experience some miscommunications while interacting 
with L2 students in various communicative tasks in collaborative settings. While some L1 
students often attributed the sources of miscommunication to “language barrier” or 
“cultural differences” in interacting with L2 students, some L1 students have been able 
to identify communication problems based on situational factors. Many L2 students 
indicated in the results that they were self-conscious about their “non-native” or 
“international” status, which might have accounted for their level of anxiety or kinds of 
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support they needed when interacting with L1 students for group discussions and 
collaborative writing. This was further discussed in relation to the status of English as an 
international language, specifically about the teaching practices modeled after West-
oriented language teaching models used in educational contexts L2 students come from.  
The study can be limited in a few aspects. First, the participants have been 
recruited on a voluntary basis, so the opinions gathered from this data might have 
provided limited sets of views on L1-L2 interactions or thoughts on collaborations. 
Students who did not volunteer for the survey or interviews might have had different 
experiences regarding collaborations in multilingual environments.  Second, more 
details on the L2 students’ educational backgrounds, cultural or linguistic backgrounds 
could have provided better explanations on the way they learned English and the factors 
contributed to the way they construct L2 identities and position themselves in 
globalized professional world. Third, as collaborative work can be challenging for many 
reasons, L1-L2 interactions, as well as L2-L2 interactions could also help seeing different 
aspects of miscommunication or communication issues in general in group 
collaborations.  
However, the present study provides a quick observation on how L1 and L2 
students perceive challenges involved in group work in multilingual environments and 
ways they negotiate meanings in various communicative events. It also allows one to 
see underlying assumptions that L1 or L2 students might have towards one another, 
which may or may not contribute to successful intercultural communication. The study 
also reveals that L2 students in this study are motivated learners who plan to actively 
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engage in professional activities in English-speaking environments after they graduate, 
yet they tend to differentiate their language proficiency from L1 students’ by referring 
to their “non-native” status. L2 students’ perceived gap in language abilities between L1 
students and themselves may stem from readily present power relations between L1 
speakers who speak inner circle Englishes and L2 speakers from educational contexts 
where inner circle Englishes are the standard model of teaching and learning.  
As more L2 speakers become part of English-speaking communities in higher 
education or workplaces, it may become necessary to address issues regarding English 
as an international language that can provide L2 speakers with access to information, 
resources, and memberships in English-speaking communities. English should be used in 
a way that can provide access to all users, not prevent access from the users. If English 
does not create an inclusive environment, it fails to play its role as a lingua franca, which 
could easily lead to another form of imperialism or colonialism. Teaching practitioners 
will need to have ethical perspectives in the use of English as a language that can help 
all speakers of English, regardless of their first language, to accomplish communicative 
goals, as well as shared goals as professionals in industries or academic disciplines. Such 
views will generate better instructional approaches that can impact classrooms, day-to-
day interactions and workplaces. Learners and users of English also need to adopt 
ethical views on the use of English in order to better communicate with other speakers 
of English who may or may not share the first language and develop communicative 
flexibility in multilingual environments.  
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The topic of this study can be further discussed in relation to intercultural 
communication at multilingual workplace environments. Future research can explore 
communicative events involved in real-life workplaces, with a focus on why and how 
miscommunication takes place. L1-L2, L1-L1, L2-L2 interactions in collaborative work 
environments can be investigated further using spoken or written discourse at 
workplaces or in educational contexts to examine its range and scope of communicative 
situations that can inform upper-level classes with L1 and L2 students. Understanding 
intercultural communication starts with small interactions. In other words, small but 
meaningful interactions could greatly impact speakers’ perceptions in the way they can 
develop strategies to negotiate meanings and engage in professional tasks with 
speakers of other languages.  
Terms such as “globalization” and “internationalization” in the contemporary 
professional world are becoming buzzwords in many businesses and industries. Such 
words are only meaningful when a community of professionals allows individuals to 
have an ownership of communicative means and memberships in the community as a 
professional. A greater understanding of ethical and effective intercultural 
communication can alleviate tensions and complexities that arise in multilingual 
workplace environments and can help members of professional communities build 
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